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Abstract
The portrayal of women in London theatres in the early years of the 
twentieth century demonstrated a divergence between literary representation 
and social reality. Exposition of this imagery of women within the fixed time 
frame of a single year, 1914 and the confines of one city, London, provides 
an encapsulation of socio-cultural and socio-political attitudes. The study of 
the performance and reception of pertinent stage productions reveals the 
diversity of approaches dramatists employed when engaging with the 
imagery of women in Edwardian England. While the majority of theatre 
managers preferred to support the works of British male dramatists, a few 
minor theatres risked commercial failure by putting on plays by unknown 
female playwrights or by unpopular dramatists from the Continent. The 
images of womanhood portrayed by these three categories of playwrights -  
British men, British women and European men -  were diverse, ranging 
between Victorian stereotypes, Edwardian social types and controversial 
heroines.
Employing a methodology that combines New Historicism with feminist 
criticism, this study examines the dramatic productions that illuminated 
Edwardian England and served to reinforce the ideologies of the day. 
Literary criticism of the plays performed in 1914 is enhanced by placing them 
within their social and historical context. Although several of the works have 
been published, many of the plays by unknown authors are examined for the 
first time, thus contributing to the evolution of the literary canon.
This thesis and the work to which it refers are the results of my 
own efforts. Any ideas, data, images or text resulting from the 
work of others (whether published or unpublished) are fully 
identified as such within the work and attributed to their 
originator in the text, bibliography or in footnotes. This thesis 
has not been submitted in whole or in part for any other 
academic degree or professional qualification. I agree that the 
University has the right to submit my work to the plagiarism 
detection service TurnitinUK for originality checks. Whether or 
not drafts have been so-assessed, the University reserves the 
right to require an electronic version of the final document (as 
submitted) for assessment as above.
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Introduction
For centuries women have played a significant role in the theatrical world 
and their contributions are manifold. As producers, theatre owners, 
translators, dramatists and not least as actresses, they have been an 
essential component of a flourishing entertainment industry. Despite this, 
men have traditionally controlled theatrical production in Britain, exerting a 
hegemonic influence over their female counterparts. In so doing, they have 
sought to project an imagery of women on stage which is both disabling and, 
in many cases, inaccurate. Society during the Edwardian era was 
predominantly patriarchal in its attitude to women. Examination of the works 
performed during this period will demonstrate how British and European 
dramatists engaged with female imagery. Did the portrayal of women on 
stage foreground the dichotomy between the British Establishment and those 
on the fringes of society, such as the intelligentsia and the feminists? How 
did London audiences react to the works imported from the Continent and 
did such plays project an alternate image of women?
The year 1914 represented a paradigm shift throughout Europe and 
nowhere more so than in England. The events that took place in the summer 
of 1914 transformed society and marked the end of the Edwardian era.
Britain could no longer remain on the sidelines and watch events unfolding 
across the Channel. Germany invaded Belgium in August and the United 
Kingdom fulfilled her obligations to her allies in Europe by declaring war on 
the invaders. Although 4th August 1914 provides a tangible date for the 
beginning of Britain’s involvement in the war, it also marked the end of an
[1]
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era, “as certain as it was sudden”1. The ideology of a generation - in this 
case the Edwardian, predominantly patriarchal, Establishment of pre-First 
World War England -  dictated the cultural output and criticism of a nation. 
While clinging on to anachronistic traditions of Empire, the male-dominated 
society indulged in paradoxical xenophobia. This attachment to the past 
resulted in a nostalgic yearning for a bygone age when order prevailed.
In addition to the upheavals associated with the outbreak of war,
England in 1914 was experiencing social and political turmoil within its own 
frontiers. The collapse of the British Empire was imminent, however 
assiduously members of the Establishment refused to recognise the warning 
signs. Members of the working classes demonstrated their discontent 
through strikes and withdrawal of their labour, while those of the female 
underclass escalated their protests against the perceived economic, social 
and political subjugation of their sex. For more than fifty years women had 
struggled to make their voices heard and, with the almost imperceptibly 
growing number of female workers in the employment market, the turn of the 
century had seen an escalation in their demands2. By 1914 the voices of 
these militant women could not be ignored and their effects on the socio­
political framework of the country were profound. It might be expected that 
such feminine rebellion would generate a new age of women’s autonomy in 
literature. Investigation of female playwrights with work performed in 1914 
reveals the position society adopted towards this new breed of authors.
1 Hynes, 1968: p14.
2 The National Union of Women’s Suffrage, founded in 1897, had maintained a philosophy of 
peaceful rationalisation in order to achieve its aim of obtaining the vote for women. By 1903, 
however, this passive approach had achieved little advance and the Pankhursts set up their 
Women’s Social and Political Union with far more strident and aggressive tactics of 
persuasion.
[2]
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Although none of these women managed to produce works that informed the 
canon of this literary period, either at the time or subsequently, their omission 
is an indication of the dominant social attitudes. Thus their characterisation of 
their own sex on stage is a significant aspect of any investigation into specific 
female imagery. While the works of feminist and suffragette writers have 
generated material for previous studies, it is the plays of the conventional 
female authors that provide a significant core of work that has not been 
investigated before. In doing so, this study makes good a deficiency in the 
scholarly corpus.
As the British Empire declined, intellectuals increasingly engaged with 
the works of foreign, and particularly European, dramatists. Immune from the 
imperialist and patriarchal ideologies of British playwrights, these ‘foreigners’ 
offered an alternative to traditional, commercial theatrical productions. 
However controversial their work was, their influence and ultimate canonical 
status outlived the conventional fare offered by the vast majority of British 
playwrights at the time. In addition, their treatment of female characters 
contradicted the stereotypical imagery employed in mainstream British 
dramas. The reception of their work and particularly the criticism to which 
their dominant female characters were subjected, forms an essential part of 
any investigation into the portrayal of women on stage in 1914.
The selection of London’s West End theatres as a location for such a 
study presents the most appropriate and, indeed, the most practical source 
for informed criticism. Although Edwardian theatrical productions were not 
confined to the central regions of the capital city, the vast majority of socially 
relevant performances took place there. Other cities such as Liverpool,
[3]
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Manchester and Glasgow prided themselves on their theatres3, frequently 
playing host to flourishing West End productions on tour from the capital. In 
addition, other districts of London and its outer suburbs contained many 
theatrical venues that were popular with the lower classes that lived there. In 
reality, however, these provincial and non-central theatres catered to the 
tastes of a population whose views seldom influenced the social norms of the 
day. The theatres of the West End of London had traditionally dominated 
dramatic production both in England and around the world. They therefore 
provide the most relevant and resourceful paradigm for this investigation.
While the imagery of women on stage has been extensively researched 
elsewhere, no study has concentrated exclusively on the dramatic 
performances of a single year in one city. In confining the cultural and 
temporal range, the investigative process reveals a breadth of material, in 
particular the forgotten plays, which other monographs have ignored or failed 
to expose. These unpublished manuscripts provide valuable insight into the 
attitudes of the alternative playwrights of Edwardian England. Their 
contemporary evaluation in both Establishment and alternative newspaper 
reviews reveals attitudes of a generation of English audiences which would 
otherwise remain unheard. The critical reception of these works supplements 
the well-documented analysis of the popular plays, providing an alternative 
perspective that enriches the current corpus of studies. In so doing, this 
investigation seeks to change the canon of English literature by exposing 
previously unexamined plays.
3 In 1901 there were 260 theatres outside London including eight in Liverpool and seven 
each in Manchester and Glasgow.
[4]
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Frank Vernon, a theatrical historian writing in 1924, observed that there 
were two distinct theatres in existence in the early twentieth century; by his 
definitions, the theatre of ‘serious drama’ and the musical comedies and 
revues of the ‘lighter stage’. In his opinion, there was a “strongly marked 
distinction between them” and the two did not mix4. The works defined as 
‘serious drama’ were a vehicle for projecting the cultural revolution that was 
taking place for women at the time. More specifically, the plays written during 
the early twentieth century or those that were chosen to be revived after 
decades of being ignored, best represent the Zeitgeist of those pre-war 
years. The conscious selection of plays for production, made by the men that 
wielded theatrical influence in the Edwardian era, is in itself an indication of 
the relevance of such works. Deliberately chosen to suit the prevalent social 
ethos, they provide valuable social commentary. In contrast, continual 
revivals of plays over years, or even decades, say more about the theatre 
managers’ desire for financial gain than about the social awareness of their 
audiences. For example, as with every generation, Shakespeare’s plays 
were the stalwart of many of the prestigious theatres’ repertoires. During 
1914, eleven of his dramas were staged; The Merchant of Venice being 
produced on three separate occasions. Similarly, the Four Act drama Forget- 
Me-Not by Herman Merivale and Florence Grove enjoyed thirty 
performances during the year, although its first performance had taken place 
thirty-five years before, in 1879. Seldom off the London stage in between5, 
the play’s merit lay in its conventional predictability and its popularity with
4 Vernon, 1924: p7.
5 The first performance of the original version took place at the Lyceum Theatre on 21st 
August 1879. Subsequent productions took place in 1892, 1901,1904 and an updated 
revival by Bernard Merivale and Frederick Fenn was staged from 15th September until 17th 
October 1914 at the Little Theatre.
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mass audiences. Such works contribute little to social commentary, except to 
exemplify the conventional nature of Edwardian audiences.
Similarly, the Edwardian theatregoer of the lower class expected value 
for his or her hard-earned money and one act plays proliferated as ‘curtain- 
raisers’ before the main production. These were frequently vapid and 
cheaply produced, often performed to the sound of banging seats as the 
latecomers in the audience arrived. Commentators at the time regarded the 
writing of these plays “with contempt or, at least, as an amiable idiosyncrasy 
which authors who can afford to waste time may indulge if it pleases.”6 The 
focus of this research will therefore be on the three and four act dramas 
appearing for the first time in the West End of London during 1914 and on 
plays revived after significant periods of time. This will include the works of 
European dramatists in translation or adaptation as well as that of British 
playwrights7.
In using this definition of appropriate works to be investigated, the year 
1914 falls into two discrete segments: the months leading up to the 
declaration of war and those after 6th August when Britain found itself in a 
state of turmoil. After a brief period of closure during the summer, theatres 
reopened with shows that suited a troubled society and did little to challenge 
the intellect. The Annual Register for 1914 described the early months of the 
year as “normal” and the last five months as “not only abnormal but 
absolutely unparalleled”, going on to note that the drama of the period 
“suffered more severely than any other branch of art”. During the second half
6 Vernon, 1924: p90.
7 In 1914, European playwrights included those from France, Belgium, Russia and Norway; 
Irish playwrights were British.
[6]
Introduction
of the year “revivals of more or less recently successful plays” were seen at 
almost every theatre, “an inevitable resource for stage-managers in this time 
of dearth.”8 As would be expected therefore, the majority of plays providing 
socially relevant commentary appeared during the months prior to the 
outbreak of war9.
Examination of a cultural phenomenon within the framework of a 
historical time period necessitates a multi-disciplinary approach to research 
and a combination of methodologies. Although the intuitive techniques 
adopted by traditional historians provide a valuable basis for initial 
investigation10, analysis of the socio-cultural implications of theatrical 
imagery demands a more flexible research method. While it would be 
convenient to label this mixture of viewpoints as Theory or Cultural Studies, 
an open-minded approach allows the inclusion of wide-ranging techniques 
gleaned from multiple disciplines. In so doing it will avoid the political bias 
associated with single, dogmatic methodologies that affect and sometimes 
confuse historical research11.
Traditional cultural research studies the interplay between “lived 
experience, discourses and texts and the historical, social and political 
context.”12 The New Historicist approach to such investigation adds a further 
dimension which Anna Balakian termed ‘interartifactuality’13. The assumption 
that “epochs are represented in parallel fashion by all the arts
8 See The Annual Register for 1915: p69, 71.
9 Outcast (1921) by Hubert Henry Davies ran for 133 performances from 1st September until 
mid-December. All other plays studied in this dissertation were staged prior to August 1914.
10 Tosh, 2000: p177.
11 Denzin, 1989: p234.
12 Saukko, 2003: p23.
13 Balakian, 1990: p55.
[7]
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synchronically”14 was first proposed in the middle of the twentieth century. 
Using this assumption, we can broaden the perspectives of cultural analysis 
to include the exploration of other artefacts, for example painting and 
sculpture. Such inter-disciplinary comparisons elicit a clearer sense of the 
Zeitgeist. Indeed, the very nature of drama contributes to this multifaceted 
collusion of art forms, including as it does the visual (performance); the 
creative (costume and scenery); the architectural (building) and the literary 
(script).
While printed versions of the plays performed in 1914 survive and 
provide useful aide mémoires for the researcher, they only partially represent 
the living performance of the day. James Agate, writing in 1926, observed 
that “drama is an aesthetic phenomenon, the theatre is an economic 
proposition.”15 A text of literary merit, which may even achieve canonical 
status, does not automatically provide a successful run on the stage. The 
opposite may also be true16. Thus, the texts associated with theatrical 
performance provide the most relevant material for interpreting the social 
significance of the cultural phenomenon17. Literary criticism and close 
analysis of these plays forms a key element of this investigation. As many of 
the works are previously unknown, this first exposure within the chapters of 
this thesis will include summaries of the plot and descriptions of the relevant 
protagonists.
Contemporary response and interpretation of the dramas staged in 
London in 1914 appear in the recordings of their critical reception at the time.
14 Ibid: p58.
15 Agate, 1926: p9.
16 Mazer, 2004: p13.
17 Greenblatt, 1989.; Montrose, 1989.
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The emphasis placed on such reference material lays the researcher open to 
potential criticism from traditional historians for reliance upon ‘anecdotal’ 
evidence. Proponents of such methodology, however, defend the practice by 
claiming that such anecdotes “open history, or place it askew”18. Thus, rather 
than supporting traditional interpretations of the historical ‘fact’, they are “a 
tool with which to rub literary texts against the grain of perceived notions ... 
revealing the fingerprints of the accidental, suppressed, defeated, uncanny, 
objected, or exotic”19. In this study, the evaluation of literary or cultural texts 
(the plays themselves) will provide a foreground, while the examination of 
contemporary social and political material, as exemplified by the reviews and 
social intercourses reported at the time, will place them in their context. An 
awareness of how theatrical productions portrayed the ‘real world’ in the 
‘make-believe’ land projected on the stage and its mirror image outside the 
walls of the theatre provides a double edged tool for analysing social 
structures. As Stephen Greenblatt observed, “the work of art is not itself a 
pure flame that lies at the source of our speculations” that may be regarded 
in isolation of its context. Rather, it is the “product of a negotiation between 
the creator or class of creators, equipped with a complex, communally 
shared repertoire of conventions, and the institutions and practices of 
society.”20
The extent to which literature and the visual arts influenced society is of 
key significance and the impact of such non-conformist bodies as private 
theatre companies provides valuable insight into this process. Operating
18 Gallagher and Greenblatt, 2000: p51.
19 Ibid: p52.
20 Greenblatt, 1989: p12.
[9]
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outside the mainstream of commercial and popular social norms, such 
unconventional bodies changed the theatrical world until the shifting 
paradigm, in turn, rendered them ‘conventional’. As Montrose observed:
Representations of the world in written discourse are 
engaged in constructing the world, in shaping the modalities 
of social reality, and in accommodating their writers, 
performers, readers, and audiences to multiple and shifting 
subject positions within the world they both constitute and 
inhab it.
Any work addressing issues relating to the portrayal of women would be 
incomplete if it did not attempt to emulate the work of feminist writers, whose 
style of analysis provides an alternative perspective to that of conventional 
literary historians. Traditional records of theatrical events in the early 
decades of the twentieth century are almost exclusively provided by male 
figures of the Establishment. Their writings mediate attitudes and the 
patriarchal society in which they operated. Careful investigation, however, 
reveals that a body of female-orientated criticism exists, albeit buried within 
obscure publications or biographical texts. These provide an invaluable tool 
for projecting the role of woman as reader with her own point of view, as 
opposed to that inflicted upon her by the male dominated world around her. 
This methodology was favoured by such writers as Kate Millett in her seminal 
work, Sexual Politics, published in 1972, which could lay claim to being the 
monograph that instigated the second feminist movement22.
As with other branches of theory and criticism, feminism is a diverse 
and evolving construct and it is essential at the outset of any project to be
21 Montrose, 1989: p16.
22 Moi, 2002: p24.
[10]
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clear which political type of feminism the investigation will employ23. In 
general terms, a feminist approach involves highlighting the occasions when 
women appear as characters but also noticing when they are ignored or 
omitted. It also involves the study of women as writers, readers and as 
audience members; avoiding making obvious assumptions, because “the 
things we take for granted are usually those that were constructed from the 
most powerful point of view in the culture and that is not the point of view of 
women.”24 The approach adopted by the early pioneers of the second 
feminist movement in the 1970s and 80s, is appropriate for this dissertation 
and the works of Kate Millett25, Elaine Showalter26, Nina Auerbach27, 
together with those of Tracy Davis28, provide invaluable methodological 
templates. Marcia Lieberman summarises this technique as exposing “the 
tangle of misconceptions, distortions, and malicious as well as benevolent 
prejudices” associated with the imagery of women in literature. Of particular 
significance is the response of male critics to these fictional women and to 
works by female writers29.
In her essay “Feminist Criticism in the Wilderness”30, Showalter identifies 
two distinct methodological approaches within the framework of feminist, 
literary critique. The first is ideological and concerns the feminist as reader,
23 Austin, 1998: p137.
24 Ibid: p136.
25 See Sexual Politics (Millett, 1972.)
26 See A Literature of Their Own: British Women Novelists from Bronte to Lessing 
(Showalter, 1977.); Sexual Anarchy: Gender and Culture in the Fin-de-Siècle (Showalter, 
1992.) and Daughters of Decadence: Women Writers of the Fin-de-Siècle (Showalter, 1993.)
27 See Woman and the Demon: The Life of a Victorian Myth (Auerbach, 1982.)
28 See Actresses as Working Women: Their Social Identity in Victorian Culture (Davis,
1991.)
29 Lieberman, 1972: p328.
30 Showalter, 1982.
[11]
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the second is grounded in ‘difference’ and concentrates on women as 
writers. The vast majority of theatrical writing in 1914 was generated by 
established, male dramatists and male theatre reviewers. The feminist 
perspective considers “the images and stereotypes of women in literature, 
the omissions and misconceptions about women in criticism, and woman-as- 
sign in semiotic systems”31. Rare examples of female playwrighting that 
achieved theatrical performance in 1914 provide an opportunity to utilise the 
second mode of feminist criticism. Examination of these, often mediocre 
works, draws attention to a hiatus in scholarly studies to date and attempts to 
fill this gap in knowledge.
The inter-disciplinary approach employed for this investigation, which 
incorporates a triangulation of feminism, literary criticism and social history, 
conforms to the methodology associated with New Historicism. In keeping 
with this approach to research, examination of the cultural and social 
phenomena of Edwardian32 London will contextualise the specific analysis of 
female imagery in its theatres. Traditional, historical reporting would provide 
this background information: an alternative and more evocative methodology 
relies on the descriptive technique of the flâneur, a character associated with 
the twentieth century philosopher and critic, Walter Benjamin (1892 -  1940). 
His utilisation of the itinerant reporter to generate a random ‘snapshot’ of a 
city provides an alternative to conventional, historical commentary. Indeed,
31 Ibid: p12.
32 Within the literature covering the socio-political background of the early twentieth century 
there is a division of opinion as to whether the year 1914 should be labelled ‘Edwardian’, or 
should be encompassed within the definition ‘Victorian’, despite the fact that neither 
monarch was on the throne at the time. (The label ‘Victorian’ was adopted by some 
historians in deference to the spirit of the age rather than for its technical accuracy; the 
Queen having been dead for 13 years.) Majority thinking prefers the term Edwardian which 
will be used throughout this study.
[12]
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this technique is now acknowledged as a precursor to more recent 
methodologies33 such as New Historicism which will be used in subsequent 
chapters of this dissertation. The collecting of wide-ranging commentaries 
such as theatre reviews in newspapers, autobiographical monographs and 
playbills, for example echoes the approach Walter Benjamin adopted in his 
seminal, yet incomplete work, The Arcades Project*4. Although the concept 
of the flâneur was first identified by Baudelaire in his essay The Painter of 
Modern Life, published in Le Figaro in 186335, the same character appeared 
and his role was subsequently exploited in Benjamin’s collection of cultural 
observations of the Parisian shopping arcades.
Benjamin’s flâneurwas a man of the nineteenth century, strolling slowly 
through the streets of Paris, enjoying his aimless occupation. He was a man 
of leisure, a man of some wealth with time to spare, yet with sufficient 
education to appreciate and silently record his surroundings. Herein lies a 
dilemma, for the gender-specific perspective of Benjamin’s f/âneur would be 
inappropriate for a feminist exposé of London theatres as socio-cultural 
spaces in 1914. Women at that time did not enjoy the same liberty to wander 
the streets alone as their male counterparts. Nevertheless, Edwardian 
London offered limited freedom during the daytime for unaccompanied 
bourgeois women, thanks to the recently developed department stores, 
lecture halls and the phenomenally popular matinee performances in public 
theatres. These, almost by definition, were “leisured audiences, made up of
33 Isenberg, 2001: p123.
34 Der Passagen-Werk (Benjamin, 1982.)
35 Baudelaire, 1863.
[13]
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nonworking women, old people, and adolescents, mainly girls”36 and women 
outnumbered men in a ratio of twelve to one37.The extensive underground 
railway system also allowed women to travel quickly, efficiently and in 
relative safety, from their suburban homes.
Several writers have presented treatises on the possibility for a female 
flâneur- the flâneuse -  and the subject has divided scholarly opinion38.
Janet Wolff concludes that a female counterpart “was rendered impossible 
by the sexual divisions of the nineteenth century”39 which prevented women 
from occupying urban space in the same way as men. This argument served 
to “emphasize the masculine bourgeois privilege of modern public life”40. 
Furthermore, by restricting appreciative and critical ‘gaze’ to men only, such 
views serve to reinforce the “masculine bias of hegemonic modernism”41. 
Deborah Epstein Nord suggests that women were “too-noticeable” to move 
with impunity and anonymity in a crowd; their visibility precluded them from 
such a role42. More recent work has rejected these assumptions, suggesting 
that early-twentieth century trends brought women into areas of urban 
consumption, giving them relative anonymity and security43. This new-found 
freedom has allowed a certain degree of flânerie to be possible in the 
opening decades of the twentieth century, particularly during daylight hours.
36 Barstow, 2001: p390.
37 Ibid: p387.
38 See The Invisible Flâneuse?: Gender, Public Space and Visual Culture in Nineteenth- 
Century Paris (D'Souza and McDonough, 2006.)
39 Wolff, 1989: p154.
40 Schwartz, 2001: p1732.
41 Parsons, 2000: p39.
42 Nord, 1995: p4.
43 See Window Shopping: Cinema and the Postmodern (Friedberg, 1994.); Female Flânerie 
and the Symphony of the City (Gleber, 1997.); The New Woman: Fiction and Feminism at 
the Fin-de-Siècle (Ledger, 1997.); Perceptions of Difference: Woman as Spectator and 
Spectacle (Retro, 1997.) and For the Love of Pleasure: Women, Movies, and Culture in 
Turn-of-the-Century Chicago (Rabinovitz, 1998.)
[14]
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Deborah Parsons argues in her study, Streetwalking in the Metropolis that 
the debate is “fallacious”, as the flâneur should not be interpreted as an 
exclusively male figure but that recognition should be given whenever the 
figure provides a “particular mode of female urban vision.”44 Finally, Vanessa 
Schwartz concludes that the question of the class and gender of the figure is 
irrelevant as Benjamin’s flâneur was not intended as a specific historical 
figure, rather an imaginary tool for “experiencing the spectacle of the city”45. 
While arguments about the specific nature of this fictitious character have 
occupied academics, it is the utilisation of a general approach to narrating 
the socio-cultural space of London’s West End in 1914 that is relevant to this 
survey. As such, Benjamin’s methodology permeates throughout this 
investigation, remaining as relevant in the second decade of the twentieth 
century as it was in the nineteenth.
The history of women’s involvement in the theatre became particularly 
significant during this same time period. In 1831 the highly accomplished 
actress, Eliza Vestris leased the Olympic Theatre in London’s West End and 
became the first female theatre manager with London property in her own 
name. Vestris’s arrival marked a “genuine sea change” 46 in the role of 
women, as her success meant that women could no longer be excluded from 
such roles. During the 1850s and 1860s at least fifty women managed 
theatres in Britain and this number grew significantly in every decade until 
191047. Despite this advancement, Victorian society, which was 
predominantly patriarchal, continued to assess female performers on
44 Parsons, 2000: p6.
45 Schwartz, 2001: p1732.
46 Davis, 2007: p275.
47 Ibid: p300.
[15]
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different terms to their male counterparts. Actresses were stigmatised as 
disreputable and, in refusing to accept their respectability, their critics 
demonstrated the contemporary ideology that genderised social and working 
roles. The majority of female performers appeared in burlesque, music hall 
and low-brow entertainments, frequently in theatres and halls in areas of the 
city associated with prostitution. Their performances on-stage and the locality 
of their work militated against the possibility for such women to achieve 
respectability and served to reinforce the stereotype of the 
actress/prostitute48. However hard-working and clean-living these actresses 
might be, popular opinion painted them as “immoral and degenerate”49. 
Nevertheless, the numbers of women entering the acting profession swelled 
dramatically between the middle and the end of the nineteenth century, with 
actresses outnumbering actors by 191150. This marked increase may be 
explained by the growing aspiration amongst women for financial and social 
independence together with a new-found desire to be heard. Male reaction to 
such women was contradictory.
Stunned and sometimes bewildered by the power of 
exceptional actresses, Victorian men often became 
infatuated on one hand while they felt imperilled by these 
exceptional women on the other51.
Over the course of the nineteenth century the pervasive changes in society 
foregrounded a reciprocal evolution of theatrical practices, the techniques 
and technology of stage performance and the development of a new role for 
women.
48 — , 1991: p6.
49 Booth, 1991: p113.
50 In1861 there were approximately 68 women for every 100 men. By 1911 this had risen to 
101 actresses.( See Davis, 1991: p9.)
51 Powell, 1997: p3.
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While the early years of the nineteenth century had seen a decline in the 
intellectual standards of performances, including the melodramatic 
adaptation and sensationalisation of Shakespeare’s plays, theatres had 
never been more popular. However harshly the dramatic texts of this period 
may be treated by the intelligentsia of the time or by subsequent academics, 
and however vulgar the performances and audiences may have been, this 
was London theatre at its most successful and fashionable. As the “most 
widespread arena of popular culture”, nineteenth century theatre was also at 
its “most culturally and socially meaningful”52. In the middle of the century 
Queen Victoria played an invaluable part in bringing ‘respectability’ back to 
the theatre. By attending a limited number of suitable performances and 
initiating theatrical productions at Windsor, she spearheaded a return of the 
middle and upper classes to London theatres53. Despite the reality of a 
strong, female monarch, however, the most prevalent image of women 
continued to be portrayed on stage through the vehicle of melodrama. The 
archetypical, heroic male character stood for the assertion and embodiment 
of authority and strength, while the defenceless, yielding woman submitted to 
patriarchal dominance. Throughout the nineteenth century, dramas used the 
motif of the ‘damsel in distress’, the innocent maiden waiting to be rescued
52 Mazer, 2004: p210.
53 This upward shift in status of the London audience brought with it an enhanced desire to 
improve the quality and standard of the performances and the plays on offer. The new 
audiences demanded puritanical refinement that offered “only an escape from life, not an 
examination of it.” (Woodfield, 1984: p3.) In 1843 the two major theatres finally lost the 
remaining vestiges of their sole rights to spoken drama, which allowed the remaining, 
smaller theatres to flourish. This sparked a boom in theatre building in London. In the fifty 
years between 1851 and 1901 the numbers increased from twenty theatres to forty-two 
music halls, thirteen theatres in the West End and twenty-nine theatres in the suburbs 
(Woodfield, 1984: p4.) Such massive investment demanded returns and the era of fierce 
competition, lavish productions and the ‘long run’ began.
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by a resourceful male54. The pervasiveness of such imagery typified the 
gender-specific attitudes of Victorian society.
During the second half of the nineteenth century, translation and 
adaptations of foreign dramas began to dominate the West End. They were 
cheap to produce and the script cost only the price of translation, making 
them equally popular with theatre owners and producers. By the end of the 
century, the West End was dominated by farcical comedies, strongly 
influenced by “the lustful bourgeoisies and sexual imbroglios of French farce 
[but] thoroughly sanitized for the English stage” in order to satisfy the censor 
and avoid offence to audiences55. At this time several actresses became 
hugely popular and their names live on today. Sarah Bernhardt (French, 
1844 -  1923), Eleanor Duse (Italian, 1858 -  1924), Ellen Terry (English, 
1847 -  1928) and Mrs Patrick Campbell (English, 1865 -  1940) were more 
famous and celebrated in England at the end of the nineteenth century than 
most of their male counterparts. The availability of such skilled actors and 
actresses and the paucity of demanding roles led to a revolution amongst 
playwrights. The poor quality of the majority of plays in the theatres 
precipitated a movement amongst the intellectuals of the 1890s to bring 
intelligent drama to the London stage. This rebellion heralded the arrival of 
plays from Europe from authors such as Ibsen56, Maeterlinck57, Strindberg58,
54 Donohue, 1992: p118 - 20.
55 Booth, 2004: p140.
56 Adaptation of Ibsen’s plays by British authors appeared in London theatres as early as 
1880. Pillars of Society, under the title Quicksands by W.H. Vernon was performed at the 
Gaiety Theatre on 151 December that year. Henry Arthur Jones’s anglicised and inaccurate 
adaptation of A Doll’s House, under the title Breaking the Butterfly was performed at the 
Prince’s Theatre in March 1884. The first translations of Ibsen’s work to be performed on 
stage in London were A Doll’s House at the Novelty Theatre in June and Pillars of Society at 
the Opera Comique in July 1889 (Wearing, 1976.)
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Brieux59 and Chekhov60. While a minority of British playwrights such as 
Shaw, Galsworthy, Barker and Masefield participated in this challenge to 
conventional, dramatic writings, their long-term influence was significantly 
less than that of their European colleagues, most of whose plays achieved 
canonical status and whose treatment of their female protagonists was in 
direct contrast to that of their British counterparts. The cult of the ‘new 
dramatists’ endured until the arrival of war in 1914 and coincided with the 
growing demands from women for greater independence and emancipation. 
Such a melting-pot of political grievance and cultural rebellion was the ideal 
forum for a change in attitudes to female imagery. The stages of London 
theatres became arenas for intellectual expression and the new writers 
created demanding and atypical roles for actresses. Controversial and 
frequently despised by traditionalists, these dramas offered women the 
opportunity to destroy the stereotypes that had plagued their imagery for 
centuries. The success or failure of this aspiration is a central theme within 
the third section of this investigation.
The historical legacy of the previous three hundred years was all too 
apparent in the early decades of the twentieth century. Rising from the 
tradition of all-male acting troupes flocking to London during the Elizabethan
57 The plays of Maurice Maeterlinck were performed consistently in the West End throughout 
the 1890s and 1900s. The first recorded production was an English translation of his one act 
play, L’lntruse under the title The Intruder ai the Haymarket Theatre in January 1892. The 
Times referred to Maeterlinck as “the new Belgian writer... much heard of, never seen” (The 
Times, 28 January 1892: p6.)
58 Strindberg’s one act play, The Stronger Woman was first performed in London at His 
Majesty’s Theatre on 9 December 1909. His work found little popularity with the British 
public during the first decade of the twentieth century (— , 1976.)
59 A “Sunday Special” matinée performance of Brieux’s three act play, Blanchette was given, 
in English, at the Court Theatre in January 1901. Despite its description, the performance 
actually took place on a Friday (Ibid.)
60 The first commercial production of a Chekhov play on the London stage was the one act 
farce, The Bear at the King sway Theatre in May 1911 (Ibid.)
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and Jacobean periods, the city maintained a significant influence on world 
theatre. In 1900, London could boast fifty-five major theatres (West End and 
suburban) that played host to dramatic productions. In total, more than 
83,000 seats were available in these theatres, with 32,000 of these in the 
West End alone. Even after the First World War, fifty of these theatres 
remained61. If genres such as music hall, variety and opera are included the 
number was significantly greater; thus in 1914 the Londoner enjoyed a broad 
spectrum of opportunity for theatrical entertainment. Theatres themselves 
varied greatly in size, from the vast environs of Drury Lane that could seat 
three thousand people to the Little Theatre at approximately one-tenth its 
size. (See Appendix 1.) Not only were the theatres many and large but they 
were also well utilised. A snapshot of drama productions in the West End 
during 1914 shows that, at least for the first seven months of the year, nearly 
every theatre was staging a performance or was closed for rehearsal. (See 
Appendix 2.)
In London, during the autumn and winter months of 1914 and after the 
initial shock of finding themselves part of a nation at war, theatregoers 
insisted on seeking their entertainment just as in previous years. In August, 
the initial reaction of theatre managers had been to bring the curtains down 
for the duration of the war. Yet the demands of the dedicated playgoers 
could not be ignored and, although the entertainments offered to them might 
have been influenced by events in Europe, most of the theatres reopened 
within weeks62. During 1914, Harrods carried an advertising slogan boasting
61 Pick, 1983: p 1 9 0 - 1.
62 T re win, 1982: p277.
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that it would be “business as usual”63. London’s theatrical world chose to 
emulate the famous Knightsbridge shopping emporium in defiance of the 
invisible enemy across the Channel. In so doing, the West End continued, 
after a minor interruption to its proceedings, to demonstrate the indomitable 
spirit that had contributed to making London the centre of the theatrical world 
for centuries.
In 1914, the stability of the social framework of the United Kingdom was 
under threat both at national and at international level. For centuries Britain 
had enjoyed the privilege of governing a significant portion of the globe. The 
results of a population census carried out on behalf of the Royal Statistical 
Society and published in The Times, claimed that the British Empire was 
made up of over 419 million people64. Yet this was unmistakably an Empire 
on the verge of decline, even though this was to take several more decades 
to come to fruition. In 1914 the mood of optimism and Empire still prevailed, 
as can be seen from this appeal in a letter to The Times printed on the first 
day of the year.
Too few eyes nowadays care to see either the fairness or 
greatness of England. Too many tongues are busy prattling 
of England’s decline. Let us rejoice in the greatness of 
England in the past, and rejoice still more in the conviction 
that England and the Empire were never greater than they 
are to-day... In the sum of all its powers and products, moral 
and material -  not only in its wealth and commerce and 
fighting power, but in its literature and arts, in the probity of 
its public men, the spirit of its government and the character 
of its people -  the British Empire is more virile now, more full 
of vitality, than ever it was in the past... The Empire is not 
tottering to its fall. Let us have faith in our country and set 
ourselves stedfastly (sic) against all teaching which
63 Ferguson, 1998: p255.
64 The Times, 18 February 1914: p7.
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undermines the pride of Britons in the fact that they are 
British. “Blessed be the towers that crown England so fair!65
Such convictions and unselfconscious jingoism epitomised the British 
Establishment in 1914. While displaying fierce allegiance to an Empire that 
encompassed a quarter of the world’s population, the average Englishman 
and woman were still instinctively patriotic in outlook. In the early years of the 
twentieth century and despite King Edward’s strong fondness of all things 
French, England maintained a “know-nothing, little-Englander insularity”66.
Political alliances with France in 1904 and with Russia in 1907 prompted 
a softening in attitude to these nations, although Germany remained outside 
this newly formed, European ‘gentleman’s club’. The arts echoed these 
burgeoning relationships, although evidence suggests that this retrospective 
view of anti-German feelings at the time might be exaggerated. What is 
clear, however, is that the spread of Russian culture into most areas of the 
arts at the beginning of the twentieth century was an invasion on a scale 
seldom, if ever, seen before in England. In addition, other Continental 
nations provided a multiplicity of high cultural artefacts for the Londoners of 
1914 to enjoy.
Art galleries and exhibitions of the pre-war years frequently displayed 
works from Europe and from France in particular. The post-impressionist 
exhibition at the Grafton Gallery in 1910 consisted almost exclusively of 
French paintings and a similar event two years later included a few English 
and Russian works but the majority of paintings were still by French artists. 
In the performing arts, the contributions from the Continent were significant.
65 The Times, 1 January 1914: p5.
66 Hynes, 1968: p313.
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The Summer Season at Drury Lane consisted of seven Russian, two 
German and one English opera as well as fourteen Russian ballets. The 
Russian operas were performed by “a selected company from the Imperial 
Russian Opera Houses of St. Petersburg and Moscow, organized by and 
under the direction of Serge de Diaghelew”67. The Russian Ballet Company 
danced several times at Drury Lane during June and July, giving 
performances that included Swan Lake, The Firebird and Petrouchka. The 
reviewer reported that the ensemble’s performance of Prince Igor met with a 
“rapturous welcome”68. At Covent Garden, opera companies from France, 
Germany and Italy performed in their native languages and were greeted 
with equal enthusiasm by London audiences. In 1914, Russian novelists, 
particularly Dostoevsky, became the “hero of a cult” taking on the mantle 
from Turgenev and Tolstoy69. The letter’s presence was particularly apparent 
on the stage; an English adaptation of Tolstoy’s novel Anna Karenina was 
the sensation of the first half of 1914, running for over two hundred 
performances in two of the major West End theatres. As Samuel Hynes 
observed:
If one wished to be entertained, for example, on June 29,
1914, there were the following in London to choose from:
Lydia Yavorska in La Dame aux Camélias -  a Russian 
actress playing a French play in English -  at the Scala;
Russian dancers and Will Rogers at the Empire; a French 
revue at the New Middlesex; Russian Ballet at Drury Lane;
Sardou’s A Scrap of Paper at the Criterion; and, from across 
the other Channel, the Irish Players in Riders to the Sea at 
the Royal Court and Pygmalion at His Majesty’s. It was a rich 
international offering, only overshadowed in drama by the
67 The Times, 19 May 1914: p11.
68 The Times, 10 June 1914: p11.
69 — , 1968: p336.
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newspaper headlines of the day, which told of the 
assassination of Archduke Ferdinand at Sarajevo70.
The year 1914 was one characterised by change. Old enemies, such as 
the Russians, were becoming new friends; the upper classes were no longer 
the unambiguously accepted rulers and women were shaking the fabric of 
society to its core. The golden age of decadence and pleasure, traditionally 
associated with the Edwardian era, was no more. Yet the future was 
uncertain. No one in England at that time could predict what the new social 
vista would look like when the war came to an end. England was at a 
watershed and the significance of the cultural, political and social 
perspectives of such a period has generated a considerable volume of 
academic, historical research.
As social commentary, Samuel Hyne’s The Edwardian Turn of Mind71 is 
one of the most cited and respected monographs investigating the period. 
His work, together with the collection of contemporary essays published by 
Simon Nowell-Smith under the title Edwardian England, provides a core of 
material covering the lived experience of the early years of the twentieth 
century in England. Historical texts illuminating the social and political 
spheres of the era are plentiful and supply background information for this 
study72. Specific works relating to London of the time include several 
contemporary accounts such as those of Thomas Burke73 and Edward
70 Ibid: p345.
71 First published in 1968, The Edwardian Turn of Mind is the first volume of Hynes’s trilogy 
of cultural histories covering the early years of the twentieth century.
72 For example: Minney, 1964.; Cecil, 1969.; Middlemas, 1977.; McMillan, 1978.
73 Nights in Town: A London Autobiography (Burke, 1915.); Out and About: A Note-book of 
London in War-time (Burke, 1919.) and The London Spy: A Book of Town Travels (Burke, 
1922.)
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Lucas74, which give evocative pictures of the city streets. More recent 
monographs, such as Paterson’s commentary based upon letters written to 
the Daily Express from 1900 to 191475 and Weightman and Humphries' two 
volumes covering the making of modern London76, contextualise these 
descriptions. Chapter One, which examines the socio-cultural spaces of 
Edwardian London, take advantage of the contemporary descriptions in all of 
these works.
The role of women within Edwardian society is a key component of this 
study and the catalogue of research into first wave feminism and the 
suffragette movement is extensive. Susie Steinbach’s Women in England: 
1760-191477 provides an excellent overview of the changing role of women in 
Victorian and Edwardian England; Margaret Forster’s Significant Sisters78 
offers a valuable insight into the history of active feminism from the middle of 
the nineteenth century and includes biographies of some of the women who 
contributed significantly to the cause. Similarly, Barbara Caine’s history of 
English feminism contains chapters covering the period 1890 -  191479.
Elaine Showalter’s work has become a stalwart of research in this area and 
her Sexual Anarchy: Gender and Culture in the Fin-de-Siècle80 is a classic 
text. Works by Sally Ledger81 and Talia Schaffer82 extends this line of 
investigation. Section One makes extensive use of Showalter’s monograph
74 A Wanderer in London (Lucas, 1913.)
75 Edwardians: London Life and Letters, 1901-1914 (Paterson, 1996.)
76 The Making of Modern London 1815-1914 (Weightman and Humphries, 1983.) and The 
Making of Modern London 1914-1939 (Weightman and Humphries, 1984.)
77 Steinbach, 2004.
78 Significant Sisters: The Grassroots of Active Feminism 1839-1939 (Forster, 1986.)
79 English Feminism: 1780-1980 (Caine, 1997.)
80 Showalter, 1992.
81 Ledger, 1995.
82 Schaffer, 2001.
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and of Nina Auerbach’s Woman and the Demon: The Life of a Victorian 
Myth83 in particular.
Any examination of Edwardian society and politics would be incomplete 
without a survey of the literature describing the activities of the campaigns for 
women’s suffrage. Lucy Bland’s book, Banishing the Beast illustrates “the 
various and contradictory ways in which English feminists discussed and 
campaigned around issues of sexual morality”84 between 1885 and 1914. 
Works by Lesley Hall and Sheila Jeffreys85 also examine the interplay of 
sexuality, feminism and social change over a similar time period. Although 
sometimes couched in archaic language, the works written in the late 
Victorian and Edwardian period provide some of the most strident and 
fascinating expositions of the topic. They also benefit from being 
contemporary and demonstrate the depth86 and sometimes the passion87 
literate women of the early twentieth century felt about their cause. The vivid 
imagery of their campaign is evoked within the pages of Lisa Tickner’s highly 
descriptive book, The Spectacle of Women88. The chapters describing the 
theatrical input of New Women makes considerable use of this latter work in 
particular.
Monographs about theatre and entertainment often seek to perpetuate 
the Zeitgeist of the Victorian era to an even greater extent than in other 
spheres. Consequently, social and cultural commentaries for the year 1914
83 Auerbach, 1982.
84 Bland, 1995: pxvii.
85 Sex, Gender and Social Change in Britain Since 1880 (Hall, 2000.); The Spinster and Her 
Enemies: Feminism and Sexuality 1 8 8 0 - 1930 (Jeffreys, 1985.)
86 For example: The Morality of Marriage and Other Essays on the Status and Destiny of 
Women (Caird, 1897.)
87 The Great Scourge and How to End It (Pankhurst, 1913.)
88 The Spectacle of Women: Imagery of the Suffrage Campaign 1907-14 (Tickner, 1987.)
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appear within the pages of classic monographs written by George Rowell 
and James Woodfield89 under the banner of Victorian theatre commentary. 
Their works provide useful background material, demonstrating how 
Edwardian theatre evolved through a transitional phase of upheaval during 
the 1890s. The significance of this disruption to traditional theatrical 
conventions should not be underestimated, as the outcome influenced the 
literary world forever. The years 1880 -  1914 were “a period distinct in spirit 
from what we usually think of as Victorianism, a period in which all the 
foundations of modern literature were being laid.”90
A great deal has been written about Edwardian theatre and a valuable 
insight is provided by contemporary commentators. In keeping with the 
predominantly patriarchal nature of the age, this is an exclusively male 
cohort of authors. The name of William Archer will always be associated with 
the coming of Henrik Ibsen’s plays to England. Archer, however, was an 
enterprising and prolific drama critic and writer, providing valuable social and 
cultural commentary of all aspects of London theatre at the end of the 
nineteenth and first decades of the twentieth century91. His contemporaries, 
Thomas Dickinson and Frank Vernon92, though less well-known than Archer, 
offer an alternative perspective. Dickinson, writing in 1917, summarised the 
ideology of English theatre:
89 The Victorian Theatre: A Survey by George Rowell (Rowell, 1956.); Late Victorian Plays, 
1890-1914 (Rowell, 1968.) and English Theatre in Transition: 1881 -  1914 (Woodfield, 
1984.)
90 Hough, 1960: p2.
91 For example: About the Theatre: Essays and Studies (Archer, 1886.) and Real 
Conversations (Archer, 1904.)
92 The Contemporary Drama of England (Dickinson, 1920.) and The Twentieth-century 
TAeafre (Vernon, 1924.)
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The end of the century produced a new social program for 
the theatre. Now began public discussions of the obligation 
of the State to make the drama a fitting servant of the people, 
the obligation of the people to use the theatre for their own 
upbuilding. Censorship, national theatres, social dramatic 
therapeutics were much written about. Criticism arose to new 
power. Newspapers opened their columns to the discussion 
of dramas. Plays were thinly disguised tracts. The drama 
was being evangelised. More than one writer promised that 
the theatre should usurp the place of the church93.
Any review of the London stage of this period would be incomplete 
without reference to the work of Walter MacQueen-Pope, whose 
monographs are so comprehensive and wide-ranging that they have 
generated a descriptive term, “MacQueen-Popery”, for the genre and its 
associated nostalgia94. His study of Edwardian theatre, written from the 
firsthand experience he enjoyed as an actor and theatre manager, evokes 
the detail and atmosphere of a society long-vanished95.
Mainstream theatrical commentary and criticism in the early decades of 
the twentieth century was an exclusively male occupation. While a few 
articles may be found in contemporary feminist publications, these attracted 
only minority support. It was the role of feminist women writers of more 
recent years, therefore, to introduce the concept of women as a challenging 
force in Edwardian theatre. Their work provides an alternative viewpoint to 
that expressed by their male predecessors and several excellent studies 
have been carried out by female scholars. Julia Holledge’s Innocent Flowers: 
Women in Edwardian Theatre96 was one of the most important of these, 
providing a basis upon which others have built. Her book examines the role
93 Dickinson, 1920: p34.
94 Davis and Emeljanow, 2001.
95 Carriages at Eleven: The Story of the Edwardian Theatre (MacQueen-Pope, 1947.)
96 Holledge, 1981.
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of the women who developed ‘women’s theatre’ at the beginning of the 
twentieth century, including valuable information about the Actresses’ 
Franchise League and the women’s theatre company, the Pioneer Players. 
This latter group is also the subject of Katharine Cockin’s book, Women and 
Theatre in the Age of Suffrage97 which offers an insight into the challenges 
women faced in a world traditionally dominated by men. Other perceptive 
studies have been carried out by Elaine Aston98 and Jill Davis99. A few 
scholars have researched the role of specific female stereotypes appearing 
on the British stage, although these are generally confined to the fallen 
woman’100 and the ‘new woman’101. Their appearance in Victorian fiction, 
however, has generated a larger corpus of studies, providing background 
material for examining their projection into the Edwardian theatrical arena102.
The dramatists whose works were performed in London in 1914 fall into 
three discrete categories: British men, British women and European men. 
Databases provide an uneven catalogue of monographs for each of these 
groups, with male playwrights such as Bernard Shaw and Oscar Wilde 
generating extensive commentary and analysis. The study of Shaw was 
popular during the twentieth century and provides a range of monographs 
from biographies and criticisms to texts examining specific details of his 
plays. Of particular relevance to this study are the works by Elsie Adams,
97 Cockin, 2001.
98 See An Introduction to Feminism and Theatre (Aston, 1995.)
99 See The New Woman and the New Life (Davis, 1992.)
100 See The Fallen Woman on Stage: Maidens, Magdalens and the Emancipated Female 
(Eltis, 2004.)
101 See The New Woman and English Theatre in 1894 (Chothia, 1996.); Ibsen, the New 
Woman and the Actress (Ledger, 1997.) and New Woman Drama (Ledger, 2006.)
102 See Relative Creatures: Victorian Women in Society and the Novel, 1837-67 (Basch, 
1974.); The New Woman and the Victorian Novel (Cunningham, 1978.); The Gentle 
Doubters: Images of Women in Englishwomen's Novels, 1840 -  1920 (Gorsky, 1972.) and 
The Illusory Angel: The Perfect Victorian Wife (Gowdy, 1993.)
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Katherine Kelly and Sally Peters which analyse his relationship with women, 
on and off the stage103. While popular literature is fascinated by the character 
and sexuality of Oscar Wilde, his plays have achieved canonical status over 
the years and thus generated a moderate following amongst academics. 
Somerset Maugham is an author more commonly associated with novels and 
short stories, yet by 1914 he had already had ten plays produced in the West 
End. The literature studying his oeuvre is less prolific than that for Wilde or 
Shaw and his early plays appear to provide little incentive for academic 
study. The remaining British male dramatists, Hubert Henry Davies, Cosmo 
Hamilton, Ernest Temple Thurston, Charles Garvice and Charles Wheeler 
have, by and large, escaped scholastic scrutiny. The examination of their 
work within this study fills a gap in the current knowledge of Edwardian 
theatrical history.
Female British playwrights with dramas performed in 1914 are subject to 
a similar dearth of biographical or descriptive study. While Lucy Clifford 
features an occasional mention, the remaining women authors, Mrs. 
Alexander Gross and Hope Merrick have disappeared completely. The 
exception to this is Lady Randolph Churchill, whose biographies are plentiful 
yet seldom mention her short career as a playwright. Again, the examination 
of these previously unexposed works corrects this lacuna in current 
knowledge.
In contrast, studies of the European male playwrights are extensive. 
Henrik Ibsen, in particular, has received copious attention over the last
103 See Feminism and Female Stereotypes in Shaw (Adams, 1977.); Shaw on Woman 
Suffrage: A Minor Player on the Petticoat Platform (Kelly, 1994.) and Shaw's Life: A Feminist 
in Spite of Himself (Peters, 1998.)
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century; his popularity remains relatively consistent both on the stage and in 
academic study. Bernard Shaw’s The Quintessence oflbsenism (1891) is 
one of the earliest works of criticism of Ibsen’s plays, while later monographs 
reflect the changing viewpoints of subsequent decades104. More recent 
studies by Toril Moi, Susan Barstow and Penny Farfàn have highlighted the 
effects Ibsen’s works have had on subsequent attitudes to women and 
modernism105. The influence of dramatists from Europe, however, was not 
confined to Ibsen. Although the works of Anton Chekhov received a 
lukewarm reception in London in the early twentieth century, his plays 
eventually achieved canonical status and are some of the most widely 
performed to date. Owing to the slow uptake of Chekhov’s work, literature 
only began to appear in any significant measure from the middle of the 
twentieth century106. Biographies and critiques of Chekhov are extensive and 
provide insight into his life and works107. Barbara Heldt’s Terrible 
Perfection™8 is one of the earliest and most authoritative works on women 
and Russian literature and her chapters on Chekhov and Tolstoy are written 
from the perspective of feminist literary criticism. As such, her work 
counterpoints the majority of traditional monographs.
Although there is an extensive repertoire of publications on Tolstoy and 
Anna Karenina, the novel109, the 1914 stage adaptation appears to have 
gone completely unnoticed. This omission is addressed in Chapters Three
104 Bradbrook, 1966.; Egan, 1972.;Franc, 1919.; Granville-Barker, 1930.; Heiberg, 1969.; 
McFarlane, 1961.; Northam, 1973.; Robins, 1928. and Templeton, 1997.
105 Barstow, 2001.; Farfan, 2004. and Moi, 2006.
106 Aldanov and Estrin, 1955. and Meister, 1953.
107 For example: Callow, 1998.; Miles, 1993.
108 Heldt, 1992.
109 For example: Knapp and Mandelker, 2003.
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and Five where this previously unstudied play is analysed. The search 
through the published literature reveals similar lapses in several areas 
related to European dramatists. As has been seen, theatre in England, and 
especially in London, was significantly influenced by the social and artistic 
developments taking place in neighbouring countries on the Continent. Yet, 
despite this, historians have paid little attention to the impact in London of the 
plays emanating from Europe during the Edwardian period, except in very 
general terms. Apart from Ibsen and Chekhov, the remaining European 
dramatists have only been studied in the context of general investigations. 
Playwrights such as Maeterlinck, Brieux, France, Sardou and Dumas {fils) 
receive scant mention in English language literature, considering their status 
and significance worldwide. The reception of European dramas on the 
London stage is poorly documented with few relevant monographs which 
generally refer to such dramas on the wider, European or international 
stages.
Primary texts written in the early twentieth century are essential to the 
accurate interpretation of cultural and social values. While many popular 
dramas performed on the London stage during the Edwardian era were 
published and made commercially available to theatregoers at the time, most 
are now out of print. Minor productions rarely merited publication but copies 
of the scripts are still available through the offices of the Lord Chamberlain’s 
Plays110 and it is these that offer valuable, additional insight into the attitudes 
of society to women. While Shaw, Ibsen and Wilde wrote plays of a high
110 It is perhaps ironic that a bureaucratic practice, so vilified by playwrights at the time, 
should provide such an invaluable research tool for their admirers a century later. For, by 
dictating that a copy of every licensed play must be submitted for censorship and 
subsequently kept on file in perpetuity, the scripts of all but the most obscure plays may be 
obtained from the manuscript archives of the British Library in London.
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standard, in quantity their performances were outstripped considerably by 
the lesser playwrights. Seldom studied and frequently dismissed as 
unimportant, it is these plays that endorse or contradict the critical analysis of 
the period and its interpretation. These literary works encapsulate the 
prevailing attitudes of middle and upper class men at the end of the 
Edwardian era, for it is precisely such masculine viewpoints and opinions 
that dominated the Establishment of the time. The fact that the majority of 
these plays have seldom, if ever, been performed beyond their initial runs in 
1914 and their texts lie forgotten in basements and archives provides an 
open field for study that this thesis will address. By drawing attention to these 
previously unknown works this investigation makes good a deficiency in 
current knowledge of English literature and contributes to the process of 
canon formation.
Wherever possible the highest priority for examination will be given to 
works written at the time or within a few years of 1914. While 
autobiographies and writings of those alive at the time provide valuable 
material it is possible that they offer distorted impressions, either intentionally 
or through the clouded vision of hindsight. Letters, newspaper articles (both 
tabloid and broadsheet) and Parliamentary papers are essential tools of such 
archival research. Again, interpretation of such writings will be undertaken 
with the consciousness that the writer is presenting a viewpoint coloured by 
his (or occasionally her) social and political standing. Indeed, the pages of 
such publications as The Tatler, The Era and the suffragette journal, Votes 
for Women, often highlight aspects of Edwardian culture that establishment 
papers such as The Times ignored. Many of these publications were 
targeted at the wider audience and thus provided articles of a more colourful
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nature than the staid editorials of the broad sheets. Other periodicals were 
aimed at specific readers, such as those produced by the women’s 
organisations of the time. Although the suffragette movements had their own, 
political newspapers such as The Suffragette and Shafts, there was also a 
significant array of magazines for the more home-loving and less politically 
inclined woman. Theatre and arts journals also abounded and publications 
such as The Stage and The Saturday Review provide valuable insight into 
the cultural world of Edwardian England. This wide array of publications was 
avidly read and journalists, writing at a time when their articles were perhaps 
the only source of news and gossip available to readers, exploited their 
position and presented a wealth of social commentary in the process.
The evaluation of theatrical performance written in such commentaries, 
despite its masculine bias, is an essential tool for appraising the social mores 
of the day. It is the view of drama critics that the success or failure of a 
particular play at the time of first performance was a measure of its relevance 
and resonance with the society it aimed to mimic. Drama, in contrast to other 
forms of literature, is highly dependent on social trends and will only attract 
an audience to a specific performance if its appeal is in keeping with the 
expectations of the day111. Thus, the selection of certain plays and their 
ultimate critical outcome ‘mirrors’ the “psycho-social conditions of a 
country.”112 The first chapter of this thesis examines the theatrical world of 
London in the second decade of the twentieth century as a collage of cultural 
and geographical artefacts. In so doing it will identify the social and cultural 
space in which the plays of both British and European dramatists were
111 Gray, 1977: p54.
112 Oster, 1970: p387.
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performed. The imagery of women both on and off stage is an essential 
ingredient of this exploration and subsequent chapters will expand upon 
these diverse portrayals.
The first section exposes the patriarchal hold British, male dramatists 
had in the theatres of Edwardian London. This conventional body of men 
exploited the traditions of an imperial past, using the imagery imposed upon 
women for centuries for the portrayal of their female characters. Chapter Two 
explores this legacy and questions whether the use of such stereotypical 
characterisation was a uniquely English phenomenon. The Victorian 
stereotypes most frequently employed were the ‘angel in the house’ and the 
‘demon’ (Chapter Three), the ‘fallen woman’ (Chapter Five) and the ‘old 
maid’ (Chapter Six). Chapter Four addresses the issue of how the works of 
particular French dramatists were chosen for performance because of their 
conformity to English audiences’ expectations.
Women playwrights offered an alternative perspective to their male 
counterparts. At a time when the activities of New Women were prominent in 
the press and on the streets, the London theatres provided an additional 
means of exposure for the feminist cause. The second section of this thesis 
questions whether the New Women depicted on the stage were an accurate 
representation of reality or simply an extension of the stereotype created by 
male dramatists in the previous century. Chapter Seven explores the New 
Woman as a social type. The rest of the section investigates her image on 
stage through the writings of female dramatists (Chapter Eight) and contrasts 
this with those of male, British dramatists (Chapter Nine).
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The final section examines whether the European dramatists, Ibsen, 
Maeterlinck and Chekhov, offered an alternative to the conventional feminine 
profiles exploited by British authors. Regarded as dramas for intellectuals, 
rather than popular entertainment for the majority, the works of these writers 
received limited exposure in the London of 1914. Nevertheless, their ultimate 
legacy was to lay the foundation for a new style of drama that exists to the 
current day. While the appeal of the familiar drew large audiences to shallow, 
social dramas in 1914, none of these plays, with the exception of Shaw’s 
Pygmalion, achieved canonical status. In contrast, Ibsen’s Ghosts, A Doll’s 
House and The Wild Duck, together with Chekhov’s Uncle Vanya are 
regarded as masterpieces that have been performed consistently for nearly a 
century after their first appearance in England. The portrayal of women within 
these European dramas, contradicting as they did the conventional Victorian 
stereotypes, was a contributory factor in the longevity and subsequent 
popularity of these works.
In investigating this eclectic mix of dramas on stage in 1914, this thesis 
demonstrates how British and European dramatists engaged with the 
imagery of women in Edwardian England. By combining the methodologies 
of New Historicism and Feminist Criticism it examines the gap that existed 
between male, patriarchal ideologies and the realities of a Britain that was in 
the midst Of a feminist revolution. This diversity of political and hegemonic 
interests is exemplified within the social commentaries of the day and 
considerable emphasis is placed on the relevance of these tracts. While 
women have played a significant role in the history of world theatre, control 
of theatrical production has remained within the male sphere, leading to a 
biased and inappropriate portrayal of women on stage. In the London of
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1914 this discrepancy was reflected in the roles created for women, by 
British men. Examination of the cultural and social status of the theatrical 
world enhances the understanding of how such an inequitable system could 
have existed in Edwardian England. Chapter One, therefore, explores the 
socio-cultural space of early twentieth century London through the eyes of 
the ‘aimless wanderer’. Such observations provide insight into the ideologies 
of post-Victorian England and serve as background for subsequent chapters.
[37]
Chapter One
Rambling in the West End: Theatre as a Socio-Cultural Space in 
Edwardian London
[l]t is one of the duties of the Theatre to reflect the life 
passing around it1.
Walter Benjamin described three types of women who walked the streets 
of nineteenth century Paris: the passante (passerby), the old woman and the 
prostitute. Each of these represents women as a spectacle, to be observed 
or ignored at whim, rather than as spectators2. By the twentieth century, 
however, the attitudes of society to women had changed; London in 1914 
was relatively safer for the independent female traveller than it had been for 
her Victorian predecessors. Some middle-class women worked in offices and 
shops, no longer restricted to sitting meekly at home awaiting the arrival of a 
suitable male to marry. The comparative freedom of the early twentieth 
century encouraged daughters to escape the claustrophobic confines of the 
bourgeois parental home and seek employment in traditionally male 
domains. A woman’s presence on the streets, however, was determined by 
her purpose, in contrast to the assured confidence of her male counterpart. 
Thomas Burke, an author and avid chronicler of London life in the 1910s and 
1920s, highlighted this discrepancy in his book, The London Spy: A Book of 
Town Travels:
How the lonely woman ever finds friends or acquaintances, I 
know not. Everybody feels that somewhere exists the ideal 
friend; but, if you are limited to your home circle or your office 
set, how to find the friend? Well, men find theirs by ranging
1 MacQueen-Pope, 1947: p8.
2 Green, 1994: p72.
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hither and thither... and I would like to see the lonely woman 
free to enjoy similar opportunities3.
Increasing numbers of unaccompanied female middle-class clerks and 
smartly dressed shop assistants were breaking into the traditional male 
spaces of politics, commerce and consumption. Their appearance elicited a 
new brand of street harassment. For generations the West End had been 
perceived as “a negative environment for women: an urban setting of clubs 
and political institutions that had traditionally been considered male territory, 
an eroticized zone of commercial sex”4. By the beginning of the twentieth 
century, however, it had also become a hub of communication, 
transportation, commerce and entertainment. The influx of respectable ladies 
into this traditionally male bastion created confusion and even by 1914 the 
unaccompanied woman would have felt uncomfortable loitering in the 
vicinity. While the female office worker or shop girl might have been happy to 
walk swiftly to the bus stop or railway station to catch her transport back to 
the parental home, she would not have tarried. In so doing, these female 
pedestrians did not behave like the ‘aimless wanderer’ as represented by 
Benjamin’s flâneur. Their walks were purposeful and often rapid, instead of 
leisurely and meaningless. They came from a class that either chose to or 
was forced to work for their living, rather than belonging to the very wealthy 
who could indulge their fancies thanks to independent means of support.
Only the engulfing security of privilege and wealth could provide the excuse 
for true flânerie. For women, relaxed and solitary wandering was forced to be 
brief and always in daylight, to avoid harassment in the streets.
3 Burke, 1922: p27.
4 Walkowitz, 1998: p2.
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Virginia Woolf is credited with being the first famous flâneuse, a role she 
subsequently exploited in her novel, Mrs. Dalloway (1925)5.The heroine 
wanders the streets of central London, commenting upon and observing the 
sights from the perspective of her cultured, wealthy, upper-class background. 
Unlike her male counterpart she is not sufficiently at leisure to meander 
indefinitely but must take her opportunities when they arise, however 
impromptu these occasions might be. In Woolf’s novel, Mrs. Dalloway walks 
to the nearby flower shop in Westminster to buy flowers for her party that 
evening. Her walk has a purpose; therefore it is not flânerie in the strictest 
sense of the word. Similarly her daughter Elizabeth takes on the role of a 
leisured spectator as she escapes from her companion and the confines of 
the Army and Navy store to wander at will. Her flânerie, however, takes place 
by means of a seat on the top of an omnibus, rather than on foot. That luxury 
is left to one of the men in the novel, Peter Walsh, who provides the random 
observations of the leisured classes6.
Edward Lucas (1868 -1938), the prolific English essayist and author, 
wrote in his book A Wanderer in London (1913):
London, whichever way we turn, is so vast and varied, so 
rich in what is interesting, that to one who would wander with 
a plastic mind irresponsibly day after day in its streets and 
among its treasures there is not a little difficulty in deciding 
where to begin7.
Both Lucas and Mrs. Dalloway initiated their walks in Westminster; this 
descriptive rambling, exploring the socio-cultural space of Edwardian 
London, will do likewise, beginning at the ‘theatrical space’ of the Houses of
5 Bowlby, 1992.
6 Ironically, part of his walk is taken up in pursuit of a passante (Woolf, 1925.)
7 Lucas, 1913: p1.
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Parliament. During the spring and early summer of 1914 observers seated in 
the Galleries of the House of Commons enjoyed a drama of domestic and 
national proportions. (True to the discriminatory precedents of the era, men 
were allowed open views of the arena of the chamber below from the 
Strangers’ Gallery, while women were confined behind a grille in the Ladies’ 
Gallery.) Parliamentary proceedings encompassed a “civil war, a sex war, 
and a class war: in the spring of 1914 these were all foreseen in England’s 
immediate future”8.
Although the Liberal Party had swept into government with an 
overwhelming majority in the country in 1906, the following eight years saw a 
catalogue of procrastinations and missed opportunities for social reform. 
England during the early years of the twentieth century was a divided nation. 
Its wealth was concentrated in the major cities and particularly into London 
itself. Furthermore, this wealth was becoming more unevenly divided 
amongst the population than at any other time in history, resulting in a 
distortion of the traditional divide between the classes. The ‘landed gentry’ 
suffered as food importation increased and English farming declined; 
aristocrats were forced to sell their estates as they became economically 
unviable. In addition, the class system, an arrangement so essentially 
English, was already beginning to crumble. To be upper-class no longer 
equated to being the ruling class and political power was slipping away to 
leaders who earned rather than inherited their supremacy.
The escalation in numbers of administrative and managerial clerks, with 
its ancillary industry of office worker that included, for the first time, women
8 Hynes, 1992: p7.
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amongst its numbers, created an unprecedented consumer boom. The 
resulting growth in manufacturing industries to feed this boom introduced a 
new moneyed class, the nouveaux riches - the super rich ‘grocers’- some of 
whom became regular members within the circle of King Edward VII himself. 
The rise of the industrialists and investors generated a new class which was 
striving to improve its status and there was a growing tendency for wealth to 
accumulate in the capital city. This was in part due to the new industrial 
development on the outskirts but also due to the emphasis on trade, shipping 
and overseas investment which centred on the City of London. As one 
historian observed, “it was the wealth of the city that made possible the good 
living of London’s outer suburbs and the extravagant gaiety of her west 
end.”9
By comparison, the gap in fortunes and living standards between the 
capitalists and the workforce was widening. This led to “the paradoxical 
existence of an outward show of high prosperity and the concomitant 
prevalence of smouldering discontent.”10 After 1910, the “general prosperity 
and the ostentatious luxury of the few made the relative poverty of the many 
at once more conspicuous and galling.”11 Despite the rising wealth of the 
nation, discontent “flared into open revolt”12 and violent internal conflict13.
The newspapers of the day show the depth and disparity of this 
insurgency. In the month of January alone The Times reported strikes
10
12
Taylor, 1964: p133.
Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid.
Briggs, 1964: p46.
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involving: 500 municipal workers in Blackburn14; over three thousand men 
employed in the sanitary, sewerage, water, gas, electricity, street lighting, 
and parks department together with one thousand tramwaymen in Leeds15; 
eighty head teachers and their classroom assistants in Hereford16. Even 
affluent London was not excluded from the unrest: between seven and eight 
thousand “men engaged in the coal-carrying trade”17 and many building 
workers18 withdrew their labours during the month. Even sixty-eight 
musicians, all members of orchestras employed at Mr.Stoll’s four music- 
halls, went on strike on Saturday, 3rd January 1914. The Times records that 
these halls were picketed that night and leaflets were distributed to the public 
requesting them not to frequent Stoll’s theatres. Thankfully, however,
“[n]early 40 of the men displaced ... have obtained situations, and every 
conductor had found another similar position.”19
In August, when England declared war on Germany, crisis on an 
international scale arrived. Yet despite the seriousness of the situation, the 
machinations of the English parliamentary system resembled the hyperbole 
of theatrical performance in nearby Shaftesbury Avenue and the Strand. 
Thomas Burke (1886 -1945), the English novelist and journalist, illustrated 
this comparison in his descriptive work, The London Spy (1922). Expecting 
to see “mighty minds in labour”20 he entered the hallowed halls with suitable
14 The Times, 1 January 1914: p8.
15 The Times, 14 January 1914: p5.
16 The Times, 31 January 1914: p5.
17 The Times, 22 January 1914: p4.
18 The Times, 28 January 1914: p7.
19 The Times, 5 January 1914: p5.
20 Burke, 1922: p110.
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reverence and respect. Instead he encountered “the best variety-house in 
the country”21.
Burke’s visit began at the ticket-office, where the queues in the Lobby 
formed every day, regardless of weather, circumstances or the debates 
scheduled to take place. He observed:
Matinée or evening, always there is a queue lined up in the 
Lobby; and if you get there a few minutes after time, the 
House is full, and you have to wait your turn. When the 
theatres and cinemas can’t fill one-tenth of their seats, this 
House is turning people away nightly... Here’s a show that 
has been playing for centuries and still draws a full house22.
Policemen acted as ushers and Burke describes how the hushed confines of 
the Gallery resembled a theatre when the curtain has just gone up. The 
Speaker sat on a throne flanked on either side by two men in evening dress 
just “as Commère and Compere stand at either side of the stage in revue”23. 
The exclusively male proceedings were as carefully scripted and rehearsed 
as any West End production. There were no “spontaneous speeches” or 
“unrehearsed scenes” and the “movements of the debate were like the 
movements of a ballet -  only less passionate.”24 After an interval, during 
which half the ‘actors’ trooped out, one Member rose to speak and Burke 
found it difficult to believe that he was not “some cunning revue actor giving 
an impression of a solemn ass.”25 The Speaker joined in the laughter “that 
greeted the funny bits of the star turns.”26
21 Ibid: p111.
22 Ibid: p110- 11.
23 Ibid: p112.
24 Ibid: p114.
25 Ibid: p115.
26 Ibid: p113.
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While the proceedings of the House of Commons appeared to resemble 
the workings of a West End theatre, its Chambers provided an abundance of 
material for dramatists. Members of Parliament, Government Ministers and 
Under-Secretaries of State frequently appeared in Edwardian plays, albeit 
disguised under pseudonyms and often performing invented functions in 
order to evade the censor’s blue pencil. In 1914, fictitious male politicians 
and Cabinet Ministers were commonplace on the London stage27; English, 
political dramas were a popular feature of Edwardian theatre, either as 
endorsements of the patriarchal system or, less frequently, as 
demonstrations of feminist rebellion and propaganda. The first decades of 
the twentieth century saw a proliferation of suffragette plays and one-act 
playlets, which served the dual purpose of raising both awareness of and 
funds for the cause28. Generally performed in halls and schools throughout 
the country, a few notable exceptions reached the stages of London’s West 
End. Elizabeth Robins wrote the first, and only, commercial, full-scale 
suffrage drama, Votes for Women (1907), which was performed at the Court 
Theatre in 1907. The inclusion of a realistic enactment of a suffragette rally in 
Trafalgar Square was the centrepiece of the production, drawing attention to 
the ideology of the women involved in its staging. The play achieved neither 
critical nor audience approval, despite the predominance of women 
spectators at the matinée performances. The “widespread public distaste for 
‘fanatical’ suffragism” 29 mediated against its success. Outside, colourful and 
disciplined parades of well-behaved feminists provided a kind of street
27 Five of the plays examined within the pages of this thesis include a Liberal Chief Whip, 
two Under-Secretaries of State, a Minister for Education and eight British MPs in total. (The 
Golden Fleece, Driven, An Ideal Husband, The Bill and Idle Women.)
28 Hirshfield, 1985: p135.
29--,1 9 87 : p2.
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theatre that met with patronising approval. In contrast, the militant behaviour 
of extremists performing dramatic, rebellious acts of individual aggression 
appalled the average member of the public.
In January 1913 the Government had withdrawn the Franchise Bill; a 
move that incensed and outraged the suffragists. Provoked into violent 
retaliation, a campaign of destruction and bombing by the most outspoken of 
the women began and continued until the outbreak of war in August 1914. 
One of the most memorable of these actions was the slashing of the 
Velasquez’s Rokeby Venus in the National Gallery on 10th March 1914. 
Provoked by the arrest of Emmeline Pankhurst the day before, the offending 
suffragette, Mary Richardson, excused her actions with the claim: "I have 
tried to destroy the picture of the most beautiful woman in mythological 
history as a protest against the Government destroying Mrs. Pankhurst, who 
is the most beautiful character in modern history.”30 The catalogue of 
violence was wide and varied, with activities that included setting fire to pillar 
boxes, treating golf courses with acid, cutting telegraph wires, burning down 
empty country houses, churches, schools, a railway station, cricket and tea 
pavilions and an orchid house at Kew. In London they struck at the heart of 
their antagonists by shattering windows of gentlemen’s clubs, smashing a 
jewel case at the Tower and bombing Lloyd George’s half completed house 
in Surrey31. Less violent were the protest rallies and pageants organised by 
the various suffrage organisations, although by 1914 these were few. The 
last major gatherings had taken place the previous summer with the funeral 
procession of Emily Wilding Davis (killed when she threw herself under the
30 The Suffragette, 13 March 1914: p491.
31 Tickner, 1987: p135 - 6.
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King’s horse during the Epsom Derby) and the Women’s Pilgrimage which 
converged on Hyde Park for a mass rally. The Times of 2nd January 1914 
summarised the socio-political situation:
A great ferment is obviously at work and bringing change, but 
how it will shape is obscure... Perhaps the most salient 
feature of this turmoil at the moment is the general spirit of 
revolt, not only against employers of all kinds, but also 
against leaders and majorities, and Parliamentary or any kind 
of constitutional and orderly action32.
In 1914, plans for a conference and subsequent mass meeting in 
Trafalgar Square in February had to be scaled down as none of the 
actresses approached to speak and take part in the procession had been 
available33. The campaign of violence being pursued by their militant sisters 
affected the commitment of members of the Actresses’ Franchise League, 
who wished to distance themselves from such extreme acts. Robins’ play, 
Votes for Women, however, awakened activists to the possibility of using 
theatre as a means of expressing feminist viewpoints through the vehicle of 
modest, one-act dramas. Written mainly by women, these plays were 
generally of poor quality and were enjoyed by a devoted few for their value 
as propaganda. They were performed in sets of two or three for 
predominantly female audiences in the afternoons, in whatever venue the 
organisers could arrange.
As such, matinées had been an essential part of theatregoing life for 
nearly half a century. Started in the 1870s, their attendances had grown with 
the upsurge in available leisure time for the middle classes. At the end of the 
nineteenth century nearly sixty per cent of plays performed in the West End
32 The Times, 2 January 1914: p7.
33 Hirshfield, 1985: p148.
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were performed in the afternoon. Although many were additional stagings of 
successful plays with long runs of evening performances, more than half 
were independent productions in theatres hired specifically for single or short 
runs of afternoon performances34. Matinées were used for both regular 
productions and untried plays and their popularity “encouraged managers to 
experiment with more unconventional fare”35. In June 1914, Henrik Ibsen’s 
highly controversial drama, Gftosfs, enjoyed its last unlicensed run of three 
matinées at the Court Theatre. Staged by J.T. Grein’s Independent Players, 
it raised money for the Women’s Suffrage Society.
The cultural objectives of such independent theatrical societies were 
five-fold. By remaining privately convened they eluded the need for a licence 
from the censor; they ensured that their audiences were small and financially 
committed to attending performances; plays could be staged at irregular 
intervals; they avoided the likelihood of audience disapproval for staging 
unconventional plays and they controlled the admission of the general 
public36. Private play-producing groups such as the Stage Society, the 
Pioneer Players and J.T. Grein’s Independent Players performed non­
commercial dramas, often in the smaller, London theatres under the 
auspices of sympathetic managers. Indeed, it was not uncommon for the 
same actors and actresses to perform at a matinée of such a play, only to 
make a quick change for the evening performance of a highly successful 
commercial play, possibly even in the same theatre building37. By 1914 this
34 Barstow, 2001: p388.
35 Kennedy, 1996: p137.
36 Ibid: pi 34.
37 Occasionally, successful minority dramas could transfer to commercial management. This 
occurred in 1914 with Israel Zangwill’s The Melting Pot, which premiered at the Court 
Theatre with two matinée performances by the Play Actors, then transferred to the Queen’s
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new theatre movement, performing the naturalistic New Dramas, was aligned 
with progressive and feminist political ideas38. One of the most radical 
production companies was the Pioneer Players, set up by Edith Craig in 
1911. Having evolved from the Actresses’ Franchise League, founded in 
1908, its policy was to perform in support of the women’s suffrage 
movement. This highly successful company lasted into the 1920s and 
although many of the plays the group staged were written by women, this 
was not a prerequisite. The only condition for a play to be taken on was that 
it should be experimental. Managed and administered predominantly by 
women, this theatrical company was unique in Edwardian London39.
In July 1914, the Pioneer Players staged a selection of one act plays at 
the Little Theatre on the Strand. This smallest and starkest of West End 
theatres, converted from the banking hall of Courts in John Street, opened in 
1910 and provided the venue for many of the plays put on by companies that 
were sympathetic to the suffragettes’ cause40. By coincidence, directly 
opposite the Little Theatre, on the corner of the Strand and Agar Street, was 
the imposing dark granite building of the British Medical Association with its 
eighteen sculptures in white Portland stone on either side of the third floor 
windows. These statues by Jacob Epstein, depicting men and women at 
various stages from birth to old age, had caused an outcry when they were
Theatre and then the Comedy Theatre for a remarkable 120 performances in total that year. 
This was the exception rather than the rule and the non-commercial theatre continued to 
strive to provide alternative and intellectually stimulating drama for its audiences.
38 Mazer, 2004: p212.
39 Gardner, 1992: p12.
40 Uniquely for London theatres, the name of the author of plays performed at this theatre 
was withheld until the Monday after the production, under instructions from the manageress 
and leaseholder, Gertrude Kingston. As a suffragette and ardent feminist, she was keen that 
the work of female writers was presented without prejudice (Mander and Mitchenson, 1968: 
p247.)
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revealed six years before. Newspaper articles in 1908 censored the carvings, 
some of which depicted naked parts of the anatomy, and warned men that 
they should prevent their female family members from seeing them41. 
Perhaps this was unsurprising as the facade of the building was across the 
road from the offices of the National Vigilance Association. Nevertheless, 
large crowds that included women and young boys gathered opposite the 
building to admire and comment upon the display42. By 1914, however, the 
statues in their niches on the facade of the London building had become an 
accepted part of the London cityscape and few noticed the ample portions of 
the naked mother and child depicting ‘maternity’ as they strolled past43.
The audiences for the triple bill of one act plays at the Little Theatre in 
July, which included Magdalen Ponsonby’s Idle Women44, consisted mainly 
of like-minded, independent women, although The Times reported that the 
“infrequent man” was present. The critic dismissed this occasional spectator 
as an “impecunious artist” or a “minor poet in another place”45. Although not 
of any obvious propaganda value, Idle Women was a study of the ‘smart set’ 
in 1914, having been written by the daughter of General Rt. Hon. Sir Henry 
Frederick Ponsonby, a former Private Secretary and Equerry to Queen 
Victoria. True to the form of such plays, the fictitious drawing room on the
41 Russell, 1964: p342.
42 Epstein’s work was often considered controversial. One of his earliest commissions, in 
1911, for Oscar Wilde’s tomb in Le Pére Lachaise Cemetery in Paris, had generated a 
similar public row in France. The figure carved onto the huge block of stone sported 
prominent genitalia which caused an outcry when the authorities insisted on these being 
covered by tarpaulin (Wilson, 1975: p726.)
43 The building is now the Zimbabwe Embassy. The figures remained undisturbed until 1937 
when the London County Council condemned them due to lumps of masonry falling on the 
pavement below. The new occupiers of the building took the opportunity to chisel away parts 
of the statues in an act of vandalism upon the works of art.
44 The other one act plays on the bill were The Duel (a dramatic episode adapted from Guy 
de Maupassant’s short story) and The Level Crossing by Mrs.Herbert Cohen.
45 The Times, 28 January 1914: p7.
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stage was visited by the inevitable politician in the shape of Mr. Bartlett, 
Under-Secretary of State for the Nationalisation of the Gas and Coke 
Companies. While the play poked fun at the trivial lives of the upper classes, 
it served as an amusing, if exaggerated example of their attitudes. Lady 
Ditcham -  wife of the fictitious 100th Baron of Ditcham -  complained bitterly 
of the “iniquities of this disgraceful Government” which spent its time thinking 
of ways to “defraud one class to pander to another”. Naturally it was her 
class that she felt was being exploited46.
Lady Ditcham: What with this dreadful insurance, {sniffs), 
the horrible impertinence of the land valuation and {getting 
dramatic) the super-tax -  though I don’t quite know what that 
means -  we haven’t a halfpenny to bless ourselves with. I 
assure you I can’t pay any of my bills. It keeps me awake at 
night. I live in daily fear that some shopman will come and sit 
in my hall and demand to be paid47.
When Mr. Bartlett commented that she did not “look impecunious” and her 
dress was not like the “gown of a pauper” her response was swift.
Lady Ditcham: {Very impatient.) One must dress like other 
people. You don’t want me to go about dressed like a nun 
because I can’t pay my bills? Clothes don’t count. I never pay 
my dressmaker’s bills for ages. You should see Theodora’s 
motor, it is far smarter than mine... You don’t seem to realise 
the gross unfairness of the whole thing48.
Lady Ditcham’s sentiments epitomised, however trivially, the decline of 
the upper classes both in terms of wealth and status. While the ‘landed 
gentry’ were experiencing a downturn in their fortunes, the upper echelons of 
the aristocracy, however, were relatively immune from such recession. 
Members of the family of the Duke of Marlborough, one of the most important
46 Ponsonby, 1914: p5.
47 Ibid.
48 Ibid: p5 - 6.
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hereditary peerages in England, were prominent on the social scene of 
Edwardian England. Most notorious of these, was Lady Randolph Churchill49, 
the mother of Winston Churchill, whose play The S///50 was an unexpected 
feature of the theatrical productions staged in London in 1914.
Writing under her married name of Mrs. George Cornwallis-West, the 
author was able to use her influence to procure the Prince of Wales’s 
Theatre in Piccadilly for two matinée performances of her political drama. 
Despite leading an independent life that many of her contemporaries would 
have considered scandalous, her play avoided the promotion of feminist 
viewpoints and concentrated on the parliamentary proceedings involved in 
the passage of a fictitious Bill of Universal Suffrage. Any references to 
women’s emancipation were voiced through the male characters in the play, 
thus the author cleverly avoided any criticism of her own credentials. As a 
leading socialite and friend of royalty, she had a position to protect and her 
play was watched by “an enthusiastic audience of people very well known in, 
or about, the world which Lady Randolph describes.”51 The Times reviewer 
complimented the author for her accuracy and avoidance of scandalous 
revelation.
As Lady Randolph Churchill, if not exactly the political rose, 
is very near it, playgoers rather expected some life-like 
Parliamentary caricatures. But they were sadly disappointed.
Lady Randolph has been careful to get the Speaker’s Gallery
49 Jennie Jerome (1854 -  1921) was born in Brooklyn, New York. She married Randolph 
Churchill, the second son of the 7th Duke of Marlborough in 1874 and became the driving 
force behind his political career. A firm favourite of Princess Alexandra, despite her affair 
with her husband the future King Edward VII, Lady Randolph was influential in both the 
British social and political scenes. Widowed in 1894, she went on to marry George 
Cornwallis-West, a captain in the Scots Guards in 1900, despite his being the same age as 
her son, Winston. After their divorce in 1914, Cornwallis-West went on to marry Mrs. Patrick 
Campbell and Jennie married Montague Phippen Porch, another man younger than her son.
50 Cornwallis-West Mrs, 1913.
51 The Times, 26 June 1914: p5.
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and the Terrace and the President’s dispatch-box -  the 
Parliamentary still-life in short -  all right, but she has 
attempted no personal sketches52.
His appraisal confirmed how theatre imitated Parliament; reversing Burke’s 
earlier observations of the House of Commons. The Bill reinforced the 
masculine, patriarchal philosophy of early-twentieth century England, just as 
surely as did the exclusive ‘men’s club’ of the Parliament of the time.
Even in the second decade of the twentieth century, most of the urban 
spaces of London remained essentially male territory. None more so than the 
streets of gentlemen’s clubs around Pall Mall and Piccadilly. Edward Lucas 
described them as the “principal male streets of London. Women are the 
exception there, and there are no London streets so given up to women as 
these to men53. Oppressed by the “huge, sombre, material monstrosities 
called clubs” he likened them to “solemn temples of the best masculine form, 
compounded of gentlemen and waiters, dignity and servility.”54 Thomas 
Burke was equally depressed by the masculine severity of Pall Mall, thinking 
it to be “the saddest street in London. It has nothing to break its grievous 
monotony. It is the street of old men ... it is worn and grey. It is sober and 
severe. Its face is set in heavy lines, and its mood is set.”55 The smoking 
rooms and vestibules of the gentlemen’s clubs were populated with 
representatives of the British Establishment; the men who ruled and 
influenced the running of the country.
[T]he England that makes laws and makes wars; the England 
that fears Bolshevism; the England that writes to the Times]
52 Ibid.
53 Lucas, 1913: p43.
54 Ibid: p46.
55 Burke, 1922: p94.
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recreant, forbidding England, glowering at youth and the new 
spirit and the new system56.
Characterisations of aristocrats, landed gentry and the aspiring 
nouveaux riches frequently appeared in plays performed on stages within a 
radius of a mile of Pall Mall. Men of the upper class regarded membership of 
such clubs as the norm and dropped casual references to them as refuge 
from wives or as meeting places with fellow conspirators. In A Woman Alone 
(1915), a play written by Lucy Clifford, the author includes the masculine 
territory of clubs as an illustration of the gender divide. In an argument about 
their separate social lives, the main female character, Blanche Bowden, 
highlights her husband’s hypocrisy.
SHE. But you go out. You go to your club -  you are away 
often for hours and hours. Why should you object if I find 
other companionship and interests57.
Later in the play nevertheless, Blanche is enthusiastic to accept an invitation 
to lunch at the Garrick Club58, the haunt of actors and one of the staunchest 
misogynistic institutions of the day. In selecting this particular club for a 
fictitious meeting, Lucy Clifford drew attention to the prejudices against 
women which were prevalent within the archaic, social systems that 
dominated London establishments. The presence of the female sex in such
56 Ibid: p94 - 5.
57 Clifford, 1915: p22.
58 Founded in1831, the Garrick Club, situated in the heart of theatreland between Leicester 
Square and Covent Garden, was the London club most associated with the world of the 
theatre. In February 1914, King George succeeded his father as patron, continuing the long 
line of affiliation between royalty and the acting profession that had begun more than three 
centuries before. In 1914 a visitor might have encountered writers such as J.M. Barrie, 
Arthur Wing Pinero, W.S. Gilbert, or actors such as Sir Herbert Beerbohm Tree or Sir John 
Forbes-Robertson within its “cloistral calm” (MacQueen-Pope, 1947: p11.) Sir Charles 
Wyndham frequently sat under a portrait of David Garrick. After his sudden success as a 
playwright at the beginning of the century, Somerset Maugham was invited to join the 
Garrick, an act of ostentation which he noted would damn him “in the sight of the 
intelligentsia” (Raphael, 1976: p35.)
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male bastions was only tolerated if the lady was an occasional, invited lunch 
or dinner guest; membership was out of the question for women.
The Garrick, however, was not the only club frequented by artists and 
authors. Writers often joined such clubs as the Chelsea Arts Club, where 
Arnold Bennett, the English novelist, was “aghast at the shamelessly 
flattering speeches the artists addressed to one another”59, the Writers’ Club 
where Maugham, Shaw and Bennett would dine at bi-monthly lunches, the 
Authors’ Club where Bennett would work in the library and the exclusively- 
male Savile Club on Piccadilly. One of the longest established actors’ haunts 
in London was the Green Room Club in Adam Street, off the Strand. While 
most clubs remained, like the Garrick, predominantly male territory, other 
London clubs were less misogynistic in their outlook. The Albemarle Club -  
notorious in the downfall of Oscar Wilde some years before -  welcomed both 
men and women, as did the Lyceum Club, a centre for “ladies who wrote or 
who wanted to write”60. At the end of the previous century, when women had 
created an exclusively female literary club, this had been seen as a direct 
attack upon male territory.
In 1889, a group of female professional writers met at the Criterion 
Restaurant in Piccadilly to inaugurate the ‘Literary Ladies’, a private dining 
club. Without premises of their own, the women “exported the club’s 
exclusivity into a public space.”61 The outcry from male writers after its first 
meeting was led by J.M. Barrie and subsequently taken up by Punch 
magazine as a foundation for their attack on New Women. The creation of an
59 Paterson, 1996: p208.
60 Ibid: p209.
61 Hughes, 2007: p235.
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all-female club was perceived as a claim for privileges enjoyed exclusively by 
men and for equal status to male authors. It was also seen as an attempt by 
women to invade the public spaces of London62. Feeling themselves to be 
threatened by the growing ranks of eminent women writers attending the 
club’s dinners, the male-controlled newspapers vilified the group. This 
continued for several years, until the appearance of groups of women in 
public places became less newsworthy and the public lost interest. The 
twenty-fifth and final Women Writers’ Dinner63 took place on 22nd June 1914 
at the Criterion Restaurant. The intervention of war over the next four years 
curtailed the annual dinners and they were never revived, as “no pressing 
need compelled action.”64
Other female clubs, secure in their unthreatening philosophy of regularly 
welcoming male visitors, escaped men’s criticism. The Alexandra in Park 
Street, the Green Park Club in St James’s Place and the Pioneer in Bruton 
Street were run on similar lines to those of their male counterparts. The 
Graphic in 1894 claimed that the Pioneer Club was “currently believed to 
shelter all the most advanced specimens of the latest womanhood in 
existence.” The presence of a “smart footman and page-boy in livery of blue 
and gold” outside the door suggested to the writer that the women were 
demonstrating “an object-lesson as to the proper place of servitude which the 
other sex should occupy towards her”. In reality, the female members freely
62 Ibid: p236.
63 The club changed its name from the Literary Ladies to the Women Writers in 1892, 
regarding the former as pretentious and inappropriate as several titled women had joined 
their ranks (Ibid: p251.)
64 Ibid: p253.
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admitted that male servants were more able to fetch cabs and perform 
errands than would a parlour-maid65.
In close proximity to both the Gentlemen’s and Ladies’ clubs was the 
fruit and vegetable market of Covent Garden. Bernard Shaw used this 
location to good effect in his play Pygmalion (1916) which premiered at His 
Majesty’s Theatre in Haymarket in April 1914. Although primarily a wholesale 
market, the retail trade of Covent Garden was confined to the sale of cut 
flowers and rare fruits. At the opening of the play the flower girl, Eliza 
Doolittle, hawked her wares to the theatregoers emerging from the Royal 
Opera House nearby, as they took shelter from the pouring rain under the 
portico of St Paul’s Church. The encounter between Eliza and Professor 
Higgins was the starting point for a relationship which theatre and film 
audiences have enjoyed for nearly a century in its various guises. In 1914, 
however, this relationship foregrounded the issue of class distinctions 
between the two main characters that theatre audiences would, of course, 
have encountered regularly in the West End, both on and off the stage. This 
distinction between the working market and the Opera House that stood in its 
midst, echoed the relationship between the flower girl and the audiences of 
that most opulent of theatres.
To see Edwardianism at its grandest, its richest and its most 
powerfully plutocratic, to see the finest carriages, the best 
cars, the richest people, the smartest people, the holders of 
old titles and the clutchers of new ones, you had to go to 
Covent Garden Opera House66.
65 The Graphic, 24 November 1894: p599.
66 MacQueen-Pope, 1947: p219.
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Traditional thinking holds that actor-managers, playwrights and even 
audiences of Edwardian theatre, regarded themselves as a cut above those 
involved in musical comedy and revue. Drama “stood alone, the undoubted 
aristocrat” with a duty to “reflect the life passing around it.”67 Early historians 
of the theatre reasoned that, while this ‘lighter stage’ provided vacuous 
entertainment for the lower classes, those from the higher echelons of 
society would partake of the ‘serious drama’ on offer in the West End. They 
also claimed that the introduction of music halls in the Victorian era had 
drawn off the working class audiences, leaving the theatres for the middle 
and upper classes. The two forms of theatre were distinct and did not mix68. 
More recent work has thrown doubt on these assumptions, suggesting that 
there was greater cross-over of audiences than might have been supposed. 
Theatres presenting variety performance and revues catered to the members 
of the middle and upper classes who would not have been averse to visiting 
these establishments on one night of the week and taking their patronage to 
the drama at a theatre, barely yards from the first, on another night69. 
Alternatively, the cost of a gallery ticket to see a play in one of the West End 
theatres would have been less than a working man could expect to pay for 
his entertainment at the music hall, where he had the additional cost of his 
food, drink and the obligatory tip70. By 1914, however, the music halls were 
in decline and had by and large been replaced by palaces of variety and 
even “[t]he humblest workers in those days were great patrons of the drama. 
[...] Where melodrama prevailed you could be certain of an audience largely
67 Ibid: p8.
68 Vernon, 1924: p7.
69 Bratton, 2004: p167.
70 Davis and Emaljanow, 2004: p95.
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composed of the working-classes.”71 Thus the demographics of audiences 
were not as strictly delineated as appears at first glance.
Clearly, however, whatever the origins or social rank of the person 
seeking theatrical entertainment in London in 1914, the choice was 
extensive. Even in a year interrupted by the outbreak of war, 360 productions 
were offered in the West End alone. These ranged from opera at Covent 
Garden or ballet at Drury Lane to Shakespeare at the Royal Victoria Hall (the 
Old Vic) and comedies, farces, musical productions, pantomimes as well as 
foreign and British dramas and plays. Most popular of all were the revues 
which accounted for an equivalent of more than twelve hundred weeks of 
performances during the year. These successors to the music hall 
extravaganzas, staged at theatres such as the Gaiety on the Strand, the 
Alhambra and the Hippodrome on Leicester Square, attracted massive 
audiences and ran for months and, occasionally for years72. They aimed to 
entertain rather than engage intellectually with spectators. The latter 
aspiration was left to the less colourful and possibly more worthy dramas 
appearing in alternative venues across the West End. These provided a 
more valid representation of the lives of those who wielded the power and 
authority within society.
While performances on the stage may have polarised audiences, 
theatres themselves were not immune to social classifications. Even within 
the relatively homogenous context of such venues there existed a hierarchy 
of esteem amongst playgoers. In 1914, “the visitor to London knew precisely 
the type of entertainment and the type of audience he would find at any given
71 Wilson, 1951: p23.
72 Pick, 1983: p66.
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establishment.”73 The relatively short winter and summer seasons of opera 
and ballet at the Royal Opera House provided entertainment for the wealthy 
middle and upper classes. Apart from this, at the top of the social ladder, 
three theatres were perceived as the true aristocrats; His Majesty’s, the 
Haymarket and St James’s, with Drury Lane taking a close fourth place74. 
The relative newcomer amongst these was His Majesty’s. The fourth theatre 
building on the site in Haymarket was constructed for the actor-manager 
Herbert Beerbohm-Tree and opened for business in April 1897. Much of its 
popularity stemmed from its attraction to all classes of playgoer. This appeal 
ranged from the wealthy with reserved seats in the stalls, dressed in their 
evening finery, to the “hard-up young man” in the gallery who could “take the 
girl of his choice to dinner in Soho, to Shakespeare at His Majesty’s, and 
even home in a hansom for much less than a sovereign.”75
First nights of new plays particularly exemplified the grandeur and 
significance of the Edwardian Theatre.
Everyone in the stalls, dress circle and boxes were real 
celebrities. It was not a case of Burke and Debrett, but of the 
peerage, the law, medicine, all the arts, the Army, the Navy, 
yes, and the Church as well....The black and white of the 
men, all in full rig, set off the bright dresses, the furs, the 
flashing jewels of the women76.
Tree’s theatre maintained the traditional seating format of stalls, dress and 
family circle for the well-off, with their own separate entrance; the pit and 
gallery for the queuing public and the curiously “class-conscious part of the 
house”, the upper circle. The latter was reserved for “what might be
73 Burke, 1919: p66.
74 Bridges-Adams, 1964: p379 - 83.
75 Ibid: p381.
76 MacQueen-Pope, 1947: p34.
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described as the lower middle class of playgoers, those who did not aspire to 
or could not afford the expensive parts, but who disdained to wait outside for 
the doors to open”77.
The stalls and dress circles of Edwardian theatres -  the areas 
frequented by the upper and middle classes -  were opulent and comfortable. 
Velvet and silk upholstery, luxurious carpets and lavishly embroidered 
hangings were commonplace. Separate entrances for these wealthy patrons 
were expected as part of the theatregoing experience. Radical improvements 
in transport into and within the capital, thanks to the introduction of the 
Twopenny Tube and the motor-car, meant that theatres now attracted upper- 
middle class audiences more than ever. New status meant a new set of 
standards that had to be maintained.
When the well-to-do residents of the spreading outskirts of 
the town came in to ‘do a show’ they were dressed for the 
occasion, even if they came by tube or bus. The rule of 
evening dress, now virtually obligatory in the dress circle as 
well as in the stalls, had begun to be respected even in the 
upper circle78.
In comparison, the “pitites” watched the performance from crowded wooden 
benches, in almost “inhuman” conditions in the pit and gallery. “Packers” 
cajoled or bullied the playgoers to squeeze even further into the rapidly 
diminishing space, in order to make room for new arrivals79.
Some were worse than others, but the best were less than 
horrible...In the majority of theatres one sat or squeezed 
oneself into the minimum of space on one of the rows of 
dusty wooden shelves...Some galleries were particularly
77 Ibid: p9.
78 Hudson, 1951: p148.
79 Wilson, 1951: p25.
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notorious for combining the maximum of discomfort with the 
minimum of view80.
Yet, even this was changing. The recent refurbishment of the Haymarket 
Theatre had included the cladding of the walls of the pit with panels of oak 
and comfortable armchairs replaced the wooden seats. To add to their 
comfort, the “accommodation” of the pit had been reduced, offering greater 
space for this section of the audience81. By 1914 change was in the air and 
the very existence of pits in London theatres was under threat. Within a few 
years this valuable space would have been absorbed into the area of the 
stalls, providing a greater income for theatre proprietors. This restriction in 
seating offered in the pit, together with the new palatial accommodation 
within the theatres, “lowered its popular percentage”82. Even the timing of the 
start of the evening’s entertainment was designed to conform to the eating 
habits of the middle classes. During the previous century performances had 
begun at 6 o’clock. In 1914 the evening performance had shifted to 8 
o’clock83.
There were no cloakroom charges at His Majesty’s and the programmes, 
devoid of all advertising, were given free-of-charge to all. Such economies 
mattered to the frequenter of the pits. By 1914, however, these most humble 
of theatre patrons were becoming a dying breed. In years gone by the ‘pitite’ 
would have expected to queue on the pavement outside the theatre for at 
least three or four hours, before being admitted to this unreserved area of 
benches behind the stalls. The Times on 10th January of the year reported
80 Ibid: p24.
81 The Times, 29 April 1914: p5.
82 Hudson, 1951: p148.
83 Clarke, 1989: p3.
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that the Adelphi Theatre had replaced all the benches in the pit with “tip-up 
seats, numbered and to be reserved.” While not on sale until an hour before 
the performance, this new system would allow the successful ticket-holder to 
“go and have his tea, or do what other business he may have, and then take 
his seat when the pit doors are opened, or during the performance.”84 In 
April, the Haymarket Theatre followed suit and The Times report states that 
“not more than four seats will be sold to one applicant, in order to eliminate 
any chance of the seats being resold at a higher price."85 Clearly, ticket touts 
plied their trade in the West End, even in 1914.
Such ‘entrepreneurs’ would have done little business outside His 
Majesty’s Theatre on the afternoon of 1st June 1914, where Mrs. Patrick 
Campbell and Sir Herbert Tree were performing in Bernard Shaw’s romance 
Pygmalion. On this occasion the cost of a gallery seat was a mere 3d (6d for 
the pit, 1s for the upper circle, 1s 6d for the dress circle and 2s 6d for the 
stalls)86. This was a bargain at well under half the usual cost of tickets. 
Shaw’s motive for such a generous gesture was to draw people from all 
walks of life into the audience and the ‘People’s Theatre’ was initiated at this 
performance. The Times expressed the hope that other West End theatres 
would follow suit and periodically open their doors at “people’s prices” in the 
afternoons, especially on Sundays “when the theatre is available, and the 
working-class audience at liberty.” The article continued:
The audience yesterday was an interesting one, but it was 
without any indication of class. No one nowadays expects to
84 The Times, 10 January 1914: p10.
85 The Times, 29 April 1914: p5.
86 “id ” is one old penny. “1s” is one shilling. Pre-decimalisation in the UK in the 1970s one 
shilling was worth twelve pennies. A new penny (p) was the equivalent to 2.5 old pennies. 
Thus the price of the stalls seats at 2s 6d would be equivalent to 12.5p.
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detect by dress a factory worker, a domestic servant or an 
artisan; but there was no question of the bona fides of those 
present... it was interesting to learn yesterday that every 
individual applying for a stall had to declare that he or she 
belonged to the industrial classes87.
Such a display of generosity, however, was the exception rather than the 
rule in London theatres, which jealously guarded social distinctions and 
where everyone was expected to know their place in the hierarchy. Yet, as 
theatregoers, even the members of the audience in the pit and gallery had 
their own status to protect. One of their number wrote to The Times in June 
to complain of his harassment by professional beggars, while waiting in the 
queue outside the theatre. During the course of half an hour, the author 
claimed to have been “accosted by about 15 different people asking for 
money”, including “six blind people, two acrobats, several female singers, 
one or two comic male singers, and various other musicians”.
Why should people who cannot afford to book seats be 
victimized by professional beggars, who go from one theatre 
to another and are so persistent in their demands that many 
give to get rid of them?88
The theatre was “a true microcosm of London.” Yet despite the 
occasional, idiosyncratic treatment of theatregoers from the lower classes, its 
class divisions were as apparent as those in society outside its walls89. 
“There was a sharp cleavage between the pit and the stalls quite apart from
87 The Times, 2 June 1914: p11.
88 The Times, 11 June 1914: p9.
89 The Times reported how the orange-women had been banned from selling their wares 
outside the Drury Lane Theatre; a tradition dating back to the 17th century. The article 
highlighted that the “pit and gallery need oranges. Very likely they have gone without their 
tea.” This compared with those in the stalls and dress circle who have “dined well; many of 
them ... going on to sup well.” The writer was critical of these well-fed patrons who ate 
chocolates and caramels in “paper of a uniquely crinkly kind”. Subjected to such irritation, he 
ordained that “any lady who eats sweets at the play shall eat them paper and all.” (The 
Times, 15 January 1914: p7.)
[64]
Rambling in the West End: Theatre as a Socio-Cultural Space in Edwardian London
the wooden barrier between them”90 and class and gender divisions were 
“clearly both demarcated and reflected.”91This was equally true on-stage as 
well as off-stage. Edwardian audiences, whatever their own social standing, 
expected to watch the lives of the dominant classes played out before them. 
In such a fiercely class conscious institution as the theatre, the actor- 
manager controlled and enforced the moral codes -  that of the upper-middle 
classes -  even in 1914. He would not have played any part on stage that 
detracted from his own social standing and he would not have expected his 
audiences to be troubled with the hardships or unimaginative lives of the 
working classes. The most popular plays at the time were ‘society dramas’, 
often set in Mayfair drawing rooms or in hotel suites in the South of France.
The two foremost English playwrights of the early years of the twentieth 
century were Henry Arthur Jones and Arthur Wing Pinero92. Jones’s The 
Silver King (1907) and Pinero’s His House in Order (1906) epitomised this 
genre and remained as popular at their performances in 1914 as when they 
premiered in 1882 and 1906 respectively. Despite their years of prominence 
in Edwardian England, however, the works of these playwrights have failed 
to achieve lasting familiarity or canonical status. In the dramas of Jones and 
Pinero, the appearance on stage of those from the lower orders was 
generally confined to servants, the occasional villain or to exaggerated 
caricatures such as Shaw’s dustman, Alfred Doolittle, in Pygmalion.
Clerks and greengrocers, artists and landladies could figure 
in farce, perhaps, and even humbler folk would provide the 
‘comic relief in melodrama. But, except for such minor
90 MacQueen-Pope, 1947: p8.
91 Davis and Emeljanow, 2001: p301.
92 Wade, 1983: p2.
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characters as domestic servants, they were generally 
impermissible in drawing-room comedy93.
British playwrights paid little credence to the potential contribution characters 
from the working class could offer to the expansion of their plots.
[T]he dramatist had been content to use servants merely as 
a means of unfolding the past of their betters at the 
beginning of the first act, after which they were allowed to 
subside into fitful and bald announcements that dinner was 
served or the carriage waiting94.
Pinero, in a conversation recorded by William Archer in 1901, commented 
that “wealth and leisure are more productive of dramatic complications than 
poverty and hard work.” The playwright considered the “English lower-middle 
and lower classes” to be both inarticulate and inexpressive. In his view, 
“[n]othing of considerable merit, but low comedy, has ever come from the 
study of low life.”95 Contrary to this view Max Beerbohm, the celebrated wit 
and drama critic of the time, wrote in 1900:
[T]he dramatist’s horizon might be extended beyond the 
drawing-rooms of the upper and upper-middle classes...the 
lower classes really [do] exist, and might be translated into 
serious dramatic act... such a transition might be too sudden, 
too staggering, for a gentleman who had envisaged nothing 
but what is visible on the first floors of Mayfair and 
Bayswater96.
His views, almost certainly expressed ironically, were ignored by his readers. 
Writing seven years later, in 1907, his comments on the middle classes are 
equally revealing:
Dramatists in our day have often been blamed for their 
neglect of the middle class as material for their art... the
93 Wilson, 1951: p15.
94 Beerbohm, 1953: p104 - 5.
95 Archer, 1904: p21 -2 .
96 Beerbohm, 1953: p104.
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middle class is less interesting than the upper class ... is a 
struggling class. Its units are preoccupied by various petty 
devices in the daily struggle for life, and have no time in 
which to be themselves, to develop themselves, to cultivate 
their intellects and their senses; and have, moreover, no time 
for just those things which go to the making of comedy and 
tragedy97.
Although the social stratifications of pre-war England were in turmoil, 
within the world of the London theatre the traditional distinctions continued to 
hold firm; there could be no better example of the cultural hegemony that 
existed in Edwardian England. Working-class audiences in the pit and gallery 
applauded the goings-on of their ‘superiors’ so long as they could identify 
with the ideologies and beliefs being expressed there. In so doing, at least 
for the duration of the drama being enacted on the stage, the audience 
became the “hegemonic we”98. While individual interpretation may have 
varied according to location of the observer within the theatre building, the 
audience was unified so long as the values and beliefs being expressed 
matched their own. English theatre at the beginning of the twentieth century 
was “uniquely stable, and the price of that stability ... was the predictability of 
its popular drama.”99
In 1914, this reliability, epitomised by the society dramas, was under 
threat from the growing popularity of plays appealing to the intellects of a 
minority of theatre audiences. The works of a new generation of playwrights, 
although still almost exclusively written by men, were beginning to appear in 
mainstream theatres. London continued to attract writers from the provinces 
who settled there at the literary hub of the country. As the foremost writers of
97 Ibid: p452.
98 McConachie, 1989: p47.
99 Rowell, 1968: pvi.
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society dramas at the beginning of the twentieth century, Pinero and Jones 
wrote plays that described the modes of behaviour and codes of conduct of 
upper-class life. In so doing, they underpinned the ideologies so essential to 
the Establishment. Both authors “advocated the desirability, and even the 
necessity, of the drama’s compliance with the social and political orthodoxies 
of the day.”100 By 1914, these orthodoxies were being challenged and the 
monopoly of the society dramas on the London stage was coming to an end. 
The plays of Pinero, Jones and Wilde were still drawing large audiences to 
commercial theatres but the works of newer writers, such as Arthur Sutro 
and William Somerset Maugham were beginning to take over as the 
fashionable plays to attend in the West End. Maugham’s Land of Promise 
(1922) played to audiences at the Duke of York’s Theatre for nearly six 
months and was only closed at the outbreak of war in August 1914. With the 
majority of the action taking place in a wooden shack in the Canadian 
wilderness, this particular play was in direct contrast to the traditional society 
drama. Despite the apparent disparity of location, however, the plot 
foregrounds attitudes of Edwardian society to women and the class structure.
The mainstream Edwardian theatre was highly selective in its view of the 
world, taking as its perspective the ideologies of the upper reaches of the 
social scale. Any attempt to intrude on the comfortable conformity of the 
status quo was met with derision. The arrival of Ibsen at the end of the 
nineteenth century, with his realistic depiction of life, generated “horror at the 
spectacle of the desecration of their household gods.”101 This negative 
response came primarily from those who took offence at seeing their own
100 Clarke, 1989: p27.
101 Ibid: p9.
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values and standards thrown into question. The contrast between the hugely 
popular, traditionally conservative, productions on offer in the West End and 
the often privately produced niche offerings of the intellectual dramatists was 
considerable. Despite this, the relationship between the two remained 
healthy and, in the summer of 1914, “the establishment was in rude health; 
its arteries, if hardening at all, were not yet too hard to suffer an infusion of 
new blood.”102
While Pinero, Jones, Wilde, Maugham and Sutro were providing popular 
material for the commercial theatres of the West End, several other eminent 
dramatists were writing plays for the minority theatres. The actor-manager 
system dominated the major theatres providing little opportunity for non­
commercial plays to receive any performance. It was left to the vocal few 
such as Bernard Shaw103, John Galsworthy and Harvey Granville-Barker to 
lead the campaign for reform of the system, initially by producing their plays 
in small-scale and often private settings. It was under this guise that Ibsen 
had first been introduced to England in the previous century, with A Doll’s 
House, Hedda Gabier and Ghosts playing initially to select subscription 
audiences. While A Doll’s House achieved some commercial, if controversial, 
success in the 1890s at the small Criterion and Royalty Theatres, Ghosts did 
not receive a licence from the Lord Chamberlain’s Office until 1914. 
Performances of plays from European dramatists generally attracted 
intellectuals. As such, they seldom achieved productions in the major
102 Bridges-Adams, 1964: p407 - 8.
103 Of the playwrights that began their careers in the minority theatre, only Shaw managed to 
make “real inroads into the commercial stage.” (Clarke, 1989: p14.) While actively promoting 
other, less popular playwrights and spearheading campaigns against the invidious intrusion 
of the censor, Shaw was not averse to accepting the large profits that accrued from 
Pygmalion, with its long run at His Majesty’s Theatre.
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theatres of the West End. In 1914, of the eighty-six dramas and plays on 
offer in London, only sixteen were translations or adaptations of works from 
continental Europe. In addition, only five of these plays had more than forty 
performances during the year and at least six of them were only performed 
privately for matinée audiences. It would therefore be true to say, that with a 
few notable exceptions, British male dramatists dominated the commercial, 
English theatre at the time, both in terms of quantity and popularity of their 
performances. Such bias towards male cultural output was in direct contrast 
to the demographics of theatre audiences, particularly those of the matinées.
The Times correspondent in July 1914 described the “feminine army of 
occupation” descending upon the West End of London, on Wednesday and 
Saturday afternoons.
[B]y 2 o’clock the march of the various battalions towards 
their several rendezvous is in full strength, and then comes 
the period of disappearance. Thespis has gathered them to 
himself, luxurious stallites, frugal galleryites, and those that 
go down alive into the pit104.
Before partaking of their entertainment at the theatres, however, the ‘army’ of 
women often visited the shopping emporia, recently introduced into central 
London. “Through the crowd of fashion and of business it cleaves its 
determined way”. With their abundant leisure and “superfluous cash” these 
women made “Piccadilly, the Strand, Shaftesbury-avenue ... all their own; 
they may even steal a moment between tea and train-time to parade a little 
in Bond-street.”105
104 The Times, 25 July 1914: p11.
105 Ibid.
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The relationship between the retail stores and the theatres nearby was a 
close one on several levels. In practical terms, the new emporia frequently 
supplied furnishings and fashions for the stage productions106. In exchange, 
the play-bills would credit the store as supplier. In addition to this reciprocal 
arrangement with the theatres, the world of the department stores provided 
writers with a setting and material for the plots of their plays. The changing 
nature of the retail trade in central London became “a favourite subject when 
so many polite and grand emporia were opening for the pleasure of the 
expanding middle classes and their families.”107 While the majority of 
customers were women, so were most of the sales assistants. The shop-girl 
was becoming the centre of attention in several musical comedies, with plots 
that centred on her ability to meet and marry a wealthy, preferably 
aristocratic, man. In Our Miss Gibbs (1909)108, a mill girl becomes an 
assistant in a fictitious West End store, ‘Garrods’. She falls in love with a 
bank clerk - in reality the son of an Earl in disguise - and, after several twists 
and turns in the plot, agrees to marry him, despite his deceit. Such a story 
line was repeated in several light comedies and proved exceedingly popular 
in Edwardian London109. One female playwright, the feminist and suffragette, 
Cicely Hamilton, chose to highlight the ‘commercial slavery’ of the 
saleswomen in large stores, who were forced to live in dormitories on the
106 The farce This Way Madam! played at the Queen’s Theatre for fifty-six performances in 
1913. The theatre was conveniently located next door to the Swan & Edgar store on Regent 
Street and the set of the play was an exact replica of its retail neighbour (Bailey, 1996: p42.)
107 Bingham, 1980: p167.
108 A musical play in two acts by Ivan Caryll and Lionel Monckton.
109 Our Miss Gibbs ran for more than six hundred performances in 1909 and 1910; The Shop 
Girl (Caryll and Monckton, 1894.), 546 performances in1894 and The Girl Behind the 
Counter (Anderson and Bantock, 1906.), 141 performances in 1906.
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premises. Diana of Dobson’s (1908)110, set in Dobson’s Drapery Emporium, 
a fictitious department store in Clapham, was staged at the Kingsway 
Theatre in 1908 and1909, then revived at the Coronet Theatre in 1911, with 
Lena Ashwell playing the leading role on each occasion. As social 
commentary on the class system that offered marriage as the only alternative 
to an underpaid, dead-end job, this play was one of a growing genre that was 
entering the theatrical world of the West End. While the middle- and upper- 
class audiences would have been ignorant of the lives of the overworked 
sales assistants, they turned out enthusiastically to see the social injustice 
played out on the stage111.The fictitious lives of the working girls bore every 
resemblance to those of their sisters employed in the stores. Everything was 
meticulously researched in advance so that the stage settings and actions 
would imitate the places with which many of the female members of the 
audience were familiar.
Prior to the arrival of American influences in the early years of the 
twentieth century, shopping was a determined affair, whether for luxurious 
items or for necessities. Traditionally, stores such as Harrods in 
Knightsbridge and William Whiteleys in Westbourne Grove employed male 
store walkers to act as chaperone, package carrier and security guard. 
Goods for sale were only displayed in the shop windows for selection.
Having determined what she would like to buy, the shopper would be 
escorted to the correct counter by the shop walker who would oversee her 
purchase and escort her once again out of the building and into her
110 First published as a novel in 1908, then as stage play in 1925.
111 Hudson, 1951: p148.
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carriage112. Most purchases were made on credit, the shopper maintaining 
accounts at all of the places she was likely to visit; the control of money 
remained within the male sphere of her husband or father. Browsing within 
the store was almost impossible as any unescorted female would have been 
rapidly approached by a store walker and encouraged to leave if they had no 
particular purchase in mind. By creating an intimidating, masculine 
environment, the patriarchal ideologies of the era were reinforced, even 
within an occupation commonly carried out by women. This situation 
changed radically when the American, Gordon H. Selfridge opened his store 
on Oxford Street in 1909.
Selfridges was the first retail establishment to dispense with the services 
of the store walkers, encouraging women shoppers to enter and browse 
within the various departments before being served by helpful, often female, 
shop assistants. Even their displays, in twenty-one of the largest shop 
windows in the world, were dressed like theatre sets. Purchases could be 
made in cash, which was a revelation in Edwardian England. A further luxury 
within the Oxford Street store was that the “fantastic interior included an 
American soda-water fountain and a barber’s shop.”113 A roof garden with 
views over London, restaurants, a library and a ‘retiring room’ (lavatory) were 
also provided, which helped to turn the task of shopping from a chore into an 
all-day, pleasurable event. This was a totally new concept in Edwardian 
England, as the Selfridges emporium provided for women the commercial
112 The Times of 23rd May 1914 reports that the traffic problems encountered in Bond Street 
and the West End in general were caused by the prevalence of so many horse drawn 
carriages being used by women for their journeys into the West End. While her husband 
remains blameless by using his motor car to get to work in the City area, her over use of the 
carriage, as the “weakest link in the chain” has led to the slowing of the traffic in the area 
(The Times, 23 May 1914: p5.)
113 Weightman and Humphries, 1984: p26.
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equivalent of gentlemen’s clubs in Pall Mall. The store was designed around 
the needs of women that included a ‘silence’ room with a sign advising that 
‘Ladies will refrain from conversation!’ It provided a safe haven for them, 
away from the threatening, masculine environment of the pavement outside. 
Here female shoppers could relax and take their leisure for as long as they 
wished, making the occasional purchase should they desire to do so114. 
Suitably refreshed, these women could then attend one of the numerous 
matinées at theatres nearby. Shop girls, however, were not the only 
characters to find their way onto the London stage. Gordon H. Selfridge 
himself was the basis for the fictitious American financier, Eustace Perrin 
State, in Granville Barker’s, The Madras House (1911)115. The play was 
staged in the West End almost exactly one year after the Selfridges store 
opened in Oxford Street
In 1914 the choice of play and theatre in the afternoon would have been 
wide-ranging and eclectic. For example, on Saturday, 23rd May, Bernard 
Shaw’s Pygmalion (His Majesty’s); Oscar Wilde’s An Ideal Husband (St 
James’s); Mrs. Alexander Gross’s Break the Walls Down (Savoy); William 
Somerset Maugham’s The Land of Promise (Duke of York’s) or John 
Pollock’s adaptation of Tolstoy’s novel Anna Karenina at the Scala Theatre, 
amongst many others, were available as matinée performances.
[T]he matinee theater was a different realm -  a woman’s 
world, a site of female pleasure. Here, unencumbered by 
male escorts, women spectators indulged in a variety of 
sensual delights ... Clad in beautiful clothes, ensconced in 
plushly upholstered seats, they ate chocolate bon-bons and 
gazed adoringly, perhaps not so much at the male matinee
114 Earl and Potts, 2000: p113.
115 Kaplan and Stowell, 1994: p129.
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idols as at the ‘hats’ of other spectators and the actresses 
onstage116.
By the second decade of the twentieth century, therefore, the streets of 
London offered limited entertainment for unaccompanied women in daylight 
hours. The hours of darkness remained predominantly male territory, 
although women were beginning to encroach into this exclusive domain by 
1914. The Times in February complained that “the sordid and half-secret 
haunts of men” were being turned into “gay and various night clubs” by “the 
desire of respectable women to share in the midnight pleasures of the 
town.”117 Six months later, however, the security and well-being of both men 
and women in night-time London was under threat from a totally different 
source. During the days leading up to the declaration of war in August, 
England seemed unaware of the impending dangers.
In that last summer of the pre-war world, Edwardian England 
moved ignorantly toward its end, with all its aspirations and 
problems still intact. [...] August 1914 began with a Bank 
Holiday weekend. For many well-to-do people it was a 
summer weekend much like any other: there were 
houseparties at country houses ...and at Cowes ... 
gentlemen sailors prepared for the Regatta ...Racing 
continued at Goodwood... and so did the flying displays at 
Hendon airport, and the cricket at Canterbury. In London the 
official ‘season’ was over, but fashionable people hovered 
restlessly around town118.
At the beginning of August The Times reported that the streets of 
London were still full and everyone “concerned with public affairs or with 
business is in London to-day, their thoughts on the grave crisis which 
overshadows Europe.” Despite the crowds on the streets, however, it was
116 Barstow, 2001: p392.
117 The Times, 9 February 1914: p7.
118 Hynes, 1968: p353 - 5.
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still possible to “choose any seat anyhow in any theatre” 119. Four months 
later, in December, England was a country at war and this was obvious in the 
streets of London, where khaki was everywhere. “Long lines of whistling, 
singing khaki tramp down Oxford-street or Piccadilly.” The “battalion” of 
women The Times correspondent had described in July had indeed become 
the masculine army of soldiers preparing for war. “Between 1 o’clock and 2 
o’clock much khaki, with gold lace on the cap peak and red tabs and every 
conceivable combination of medal ribbons, may be seen round Whitehall and 
Pall-mall (sic).” Like their female predecessors, these men too took 
advantage of the entertainment on offer during the afternoons, although the 
theatres “close as early as they can...paying half salaries and charging a little 
more than half prices”; keeping their doors open chiefly for the benefit of the 
soldiers120.
Clearly managers could not ignore events taking place outside their 
theatres. The majority closed their doors to the public in the second week of 
August, only to open them again a few weeks later under the demands of the 
playgoers themselves. Audiences returning through the darkened streets 
during the autumn and winter months found a very different type of 
entertainment on offer. Business in the theatres at Christmas was as good in 
1914 as it had been the previous year, with twenty-six theatres open 
compared with twenty-nine in 1913121. Despite lighting restrictions and 
transport concerns, the stage recovered quickly from the initial 
reverberations of the war. Adjusting to these new conditions, managers put
119 The Times, 1 August 1914: p11.
120 The Times, 14 December 1914: p9.
121 Collins, 1998: p204.
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on more revivals than new productions, preferring to “trust the lighter, 
ephemeral plays, to rewhip the froth.” Remaining nervous, however, this 
“activity had a slight touch of hysteria” and until “the right formula was found 
productions flipped on and off.”122
At His Majesty’s Theatre, Shaw’s Pygmalion was enjoying a brief 
summer intermission when war broke out. Predicting that audiences would 
not appreciate the return of any “remotely serious” play, the management 
chose to replace it with the “stirring enough if thoroughly conventional” 
revival of Louis N. Parker’s spectacular pageant, Drake (1912)123. This was 
chosen to generate patriotic fervour and encourage men to enlist in the 
Forces, a ruse that appears to have been successful.
So enthusiastic were the patrons at the showing of Drake 
that during one of the intervals the entire audience stood and 
sang the national anthems of the Allied Forces, and, not 
unexpectedly, they also joined the company in singing God 
Save the King at the culmination of the scene of Drake's final 
triumph124.
In December Drake was replaced by an adaptation, also by Louis 
Parker, of Dickens’ David Copperfield (1850). It was to a performance of this 
play that the eminent writer Vera Brittain accompanied her fiancée before his 
return to the trenches in France. She records poignantly in her 
autobiography, Testament of Youth, that “[n]o doubt this performance was 
most spectacular, but though I apparently witnessed the whole of it, I was 
hardly conscious even of the changes of scene.”125 By the autumn of 1914 
minor playwrights were producing scripts for war dramas in an effort to stir
122 Trewin, 1982: p277.
123 Ibid.
124 Collins, 1998: p179.
125 Brittain, 1979: p117.
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patriotic feeling amongst London audiences. In December, Lechmere 
Worrall’s play, The Man Who Stayed at Home (1916), premiered at the 
Royalty Theatre. With a plot that involved army recruitment, spies and white 
feathers, it was destined to run for fifteen months and 586 performances, 
capturing as it did the spirit of the moment.
Villains on stage inevitably became Prussian or German, regardless of 
the writer’s original intention. Perhaps the most significant of these was to be 
found in the 1913 revival of Sardou’s Diplomacy at Wyndham’s Theatre, in 
which the original ‘Muscovite’ scoundrel, Baron Stein of the 1893 version, 
became a German villain. This highly popular drama enjoyed 462 
performances, including a Royal Command Performance for the King and 
Queen and assorted royalty and aristocracy at Windsor, in February 1914. 
The play is a classic example of society drama with the first Act set in the 
ground floor apartment of the hotel Pavilion in Monte Carlo, the second and 
third in a drawing room in an apartment overlooking the Champs Elysees 
and the fourth in an office in the British Embassy in Paris. The characters in 
the play are as stereotypical as the locations. The women take on either of 
two roles -  the villain or the innocent victim -  although the majority of the plot 
is enacted by the men in the play. Such predictable characterisation for 
women by a male dramatist conformed to the expectations of traditional 
Edwardian audiences. The majority of these men and women found security 
in the stereotypical roles allotted to the fictional women on stage, reminding 
them of the former era when Victoria was on the throne and England 
presided over a global empire. The next chapter will examine the rationale 
for this obsession with the past, as exemplified by the presence of outmoded 
stereotypes for womanhood on the London stage in 1914.
Section One:
Victorian Womanhood on the London Stage
Victorian Womanhood on the London Stage 
Chapter Two: Stereotypes and the Victorian Legacy
The Edwardian era is traditionally associated with advancement and 
‘liberation’ from the ossifying strictures of Victorian rationalism, positivism 
and materialism1. Such a viewpoint would suggest that, by the second 
decade of the twentieth century, most people would have rejected the former 
limitations and restrictions of human freedom and welcomed modern ideas of 
social reform. Investigation of theatrical productions in 1914, however, 
prompts the question as to why, more than a decade after the demise of 
Queen Victoria, the ideologies of the former age should continue to dominate 
the cultural output of a nation?
Dramas staged in the West End of London at the end of the nineteenth 
and beginning of the twentieth century portrayed a microcosm of one sector 
of British and particularly English society. Despite representing only a 
numerical minority of the population, fictional characterisations of members 
of the upper and upper-middle classes monopolised the popular theatre 
productions of the day. As it was this echelon of society that held power and 
wielded the greatest influence, their presence on stage was far from 
surprising. Actors and actresses predominantly portrayed their counterparts 
from within this narrow band of the social strata, in situations that supposedly 
mimicked the lives of those in control of the country. The disparity between 
the roles and characterisations of men and women at that time was 
apparent; the influences of a predominantly patriarchal society were 
exemplified in almost every drama written and produced by British
1 Hynes, 1968: p8.
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playwrights. For a nation experiencing discontent in almost every strata of 
society in 1914, the stage provided a means by which the propaganda of 
normality could be expressed and enjoyed.
In order to provide non-threatening material for the play-going public, 
British dramatists looked to the past to express the kind of secure values to 
which society had become accustomed. Men not only dominated the 
theatres in terms of managerial control but they also wrote the vast majority 
of plays performed there. Furthermore, these playwrights, consciously or 
unconsciously, tended to characterise their female protagonists within the 
rigid boundaries of the limited range of nineteenth-century stereotypes. This 
chapter will explore the categories of imagery associated with this Victorian 
heritage, in order to provide the basis for further examination in the context of 
specific plays performed in London in 1914. Before doing so, it will examine 
the general basis by which the concept of stereotyping came into being and, 
more specifically, how this method of categorisation continued into the 
second decade of the twentieth century.
The systems of stereotypes may be the core of our personal 
tradition, the defenses (sic) of our position in society. They 
are an ordered, more or less consistent picture of the world...
[in which] people and things have their well-known places, 
and do certain expected things2.
Walter Lippmann, the American writer and political commentator, is 
traditionally thought to have been the first person to recognize and name the 
concept of the stereotype. His book, Public Opinion, published in 1922, 
introduced a paradigm of structural guide lines by which types - including 
stereotypes and social types - could be defined. His description of the
2 Lippmann, 1922: p95.
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characteristics of a stereotype, however, differs to some degree from the 
now, commonly accepted, perception of such a group. Indeed, recent 
academic work contradicts some aspects of Lippmann’s original commentary 
while agreeing with most of his basic principles3. In its original manifestation, 
the stereotypical group was not necessarily perceived as derogatory and 
frequently held positive connotations. By 1955, however, this view had 
evolved; people began to name and recognize stereotypes within the public 
sphere, rather than in private, and usually with unfavourable connotations4. 
The word ‘stereotype’ began to be used as a term of abuse5. Apart from this 
shift from a positive connotation to a pejorative and negative one, perhaps 
the greatest diversion comes with regard to the apparent accuracy or ‘truth’ 
of this artificially constructed grouping. Originally thought of as erroneous or 
inaccurate representations, more recent work has moved towards a ‘kernel 
of truth’ concept6. In other words, while stereotypes may be represented by 
exaggerated and highly selective traits, there are people who display some 
or all of these characteristics, perhaps in a muted form.
The exercise of categorising groups of people into ‘types’, while 
instinctively uncomfortable and even, perhaps questionable, remains an 
established element of society. As Lippmann observed in 1922, “a people 
without prejudices, a people with altogether neutral vision, is ... unthinkable 
in any civilization”7. Projecting these prejudices onto members of society 
outside one’s ‘own’ sphere is a building block of stereotype formation. These
3 Dyer, 2002.; Perkins, 1979.
4 Mcllrath, 1955: p3.
5 Dyer, 2002: p11.
6 MacKie, 1973.; Perkins, 1979.
7 Lippmann, 1922: p120.
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constructs of social ‘realities’ span a continuum of typifications from the 
intimate at one end of the spectrum, to the “highly anonymous abstractions” 
at the opposite extreme. “Social structure is the sum total of these 
typifications and of the recurrent patterns of interaction established by means 
of them. As such, social structure is an essential element of the reality of 
everyday life.”8 Lippmann took this dogma even further when he stated that 
“any disturbance of the stereotypes seems like an attack upon the 
foundations of the universe.”9
In whose interest is this apparent necessity for pigeon-holing members 
of society into groups, selected exclusively on shared characteristics? It is 
clear that typing serves the purposes of the ‘ruling groups’ and establishes 
their hegemonic hold over the rest of society. “He who has the bigger stick 
has the better chance of imposing his definitions of reality.”10 This was 
particularly relevant in the early twentieth century at a time when the British 
Empire was nearing its end, although those in power at the time were unable 
or unwilling to acknowledge this possibility. Prior to this, however, the 
Victorian era probably created more stereotypes than any other period of 
history; the range and diversity of these perhaps correlating to the arrogance 
and power awareness of the ruling classes. It was this dominant group, 
almost exclusively aristocratic and male, which imposed its “world-view, 
value-system, sensibility and ideology” on the rest of society making it 
appear “natural” and “inevitable”. By applying these norms to subordinate 
groups they found the latter “wanting, hence inadequate, inferior, sick or
8 Berger and Luckmann, 1967: p47 - 8.
9 Lippmann, 1922: p95.
10 Berger and Luckmann, 1967: p127.
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grotesque and hence reinforced the dominant groups’ own sense of the 
legitimacy of their domination.”11 It is not surprising in a patriarchal and male 
dominated society therefore that there are far more stereotypes for women 
than there are for men12. A clear definition of the term ‘stereotype’, however, 
is a prerequisite for subsequent analysis of these categories of Victorian 
womanhood.
According to Lippmann, stereotypes require four key characteristics.
They are an “ordering process” and a “short cut”; they “refer to the world” and 
they “express our values and beliefs”. The first of these features, the 
utilisation of stereotyping as a means of projecting order, contributes to the 
wider process by which individuals and society rationalise the social group in 
which they live. Such generalisations, patternings and ‘typifications’ are a 
necessary part of the way societies make sense of themselves13. This 
process of reification brings to the forefront of awareness those groups of 
people which would otherwise remain as shadowy and therefore threatening 
beings. By becoming recognisable and to some extent quantifiable their 
threat to society -  and particularly to the dominant value system - is reduced. 
Such a group of ‘others’ (those not like ‘us’) must remain within rigid 
boundaries of definition imposed by those who wielded the greatest power, 
through apparent consensus. In reality, these stereotypes are more fluid than 
their enforced representation would imply but their very existence serves as 
a comfort and means of security for those who wield the ruling power. In 
Victorian England this power was disproportionate in almost every sense.
11 Dyer, 2002: p30.
12 Perkins, 1979: p150.
13 Dyer, 2002: p12-4 .
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The aristocracy and the upper middle-classes, with their new-found wealth 
based on industrial success, wielded substantial control over the rest of 
English society and over the entire British Empire. Although this influence 
was under threat by 1914, the authority and control exercised by the 
Establishment remained significant. As Elaine Showalter observes in her 
monograph Sexual Anarchy: Gender and Culture at the Fin de Siècle:
In periods of cultural insecurity, when there are fears of 
regression and degeneration, the longing for strict border 
controls around the definition of gender, as well as race, 
class, and nationality, becomes especially intense14.
As has already been seen, the end of the nineteenth and beginning of 
the twentieth century was also a time of social insecurity between the sexes. 
Women, by behaving outside their artificially imposed characterisation, were 
disrupting the security of men’s perception of them. In so doing they created 
a threat to traditional order and symbolised potential chaos and danger. In 
short, they became “inhabitants of a mysterious and frightening wild zone 
outside of (sic) patriarchal culture.”15 Male retaliation manifested itself in the 
increased number of stereotypes imposed upon the female sex. More 
specifically, in the theatres of Victorian and Edwardian London where male 
actor-managers and theatre owners dictated the selection of plays, the 
stages were peopled with women that fell within these rigidly defined female 
roles.
Lippmann’s second characteristic of stereotypes required that they 
should provide simple, easily assimilated representations. In so doing they 
condense large amounts of complex information, with a wide range of
14 Showalter, 1992: p4.
15 — , 1992: p8. (Also see Moi, 2002: p167.)
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connotations and implications, into a shorthand version of a character, thus 
appearing as a ‘short cut’ towards a perception of reality. The information 
coded within a stereotypical group consists of a number of recurrent features 
that refer to the human world which may be, for example, historically or 
socially specific. In addition, the selection of these features is a reflection of 
the dominant social group’s attitudes to those outside their own sphere and 
thus with different values and beliefs. Stereotypes invoke a consensus which 
is more apparent than real. Furthermore, they “express particular definitions 
of reality, with concomitant evaluations which in turn relate to the disposition 
of power within society.”16 While the act of stereotyping as a means of 
human representation, should not be condemned outright, it is those that 
create the definitions and exercise control over them to serve their own 
interests, who should be considered as ‘wrong’.17
This begs the questions: Who proposes the stereotype; who has the 
power to enforce it and whose ‘values and beliefs’ (Lippmann’s fourth 
characteristic) are being enforced? In Edwardian England this control was 
almost exclusively held by the male members of the ruling classes. In the 
London theatres, the owners and actor-managers bowed to the authority of 
these figures and, in so doing, reinforced their conventions. Indeed, the very 
act of systematically portraying a stereotypical person or group repeatedly on 
the stage served to create and particularly to ‘feed’ these types18. As 
Lippmann observed, the “stereotyped world is not necessarily the world we
16 Dyer, 1977: p14.
17 — , 2002: p12.
18 Mcllrath, 1955: p2.
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should like it to be. It is simply the kind of world we expect it to be.”19 Within 
this restriction the stereotype maintains a relationship to society and thus 
fulfils Lippmann’s third criterion, by referring to the world around it. In the 
theatre, features of ideological relevance, particularly those of significant or 
problematic areas, are deliberately selected in order to make an impact. In 
so doing, stereotypes are, of necessity, exaggerations20 and, in some cases, 
images distorted by their very selective nature.
Whatever we recognize as familiar we tend, if we are not 
very careful, to visualize with the aid of images already in our 
mind. [...] For when a system of stereotypes is well fixed, our 
attention is called to those facts which support it, and 
diverted from those which contradict21.
Although drama may claim to mimic reality it is essentially an aesthetic 
medium and as such typical characters must be constructed by using a few 
defining traits which are immediately recognizable, remain constant 
throughout the drama and which imitate general, recurrent features of the 
human world22. The over-use of such characters in drama, however, has 
been criticized and, as one commentator observed, “social scientists ... have 
applied the concept to agents of character in dramas so often that 
’stereotype’ is popularly associated with deficiency in characterization in 
literary art, especially drama.”23
While the stereotype is the most easily assimilated categorisation, it is 
not the only form of classification within the definition of ‘typing’. Dyer 
comments that a type is “any simple, vivid, memorable easily-grasped and
19 Lippmann, 1922: p104.
20 Perkins, 1979: p155.
21 Lippmann, 1922: p116,119.
22 Dyer, 1977: p13.
23 Mcllrath, 1955: p1.
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widely recognised characterisation in which a few traits are foregrounded 
and change or ‘development’ is kept to a minimum.”24 This includes 
stereotypes and social types. The distinction between stereo- and social 
types is an important one although the line between the two is often 
blurred. One of the most significant differences between the two 
classifications lies in society’s attitude to each category. Orrin E. Klapp 
provides a helpful treatise on this in his book Heroes, Villains and Fools25 in 
which he observes that social types ‘belong’; they are the sort of people that 
one might expect to find in one’s own society. In contrast, stereotypes are 
those who do not ‘belong’ and would be regarded as being outside one’s 
society.
Stereotypes emphasize error while social types represent 
real roles being played; stereotypes refer to things outside 
one’s social world, whereas social types refer to things with 
which one is familiar; stereotypes tend to be conceived as 
functionless or dysfunctional (or, if functional, serving 
prejudice and conflict mainly), whereas social types serve the 
structure of society at many points.26
While social types ‘live by the rules of society’, these same rules are 
designed to exclude stereotypes, forcing the latter to be rigid in their 
construct. In so doing they are useful as a means of providing a mechanism 
of boundary maintenance. Individuals and groups of people within these 
“fixed, clear-cut, unalterable” limits are classed as stereotypes; those defined 
as “open-ended, more provisional, more flexible” are perceived as social 
types. Most significantly, “you appear to choose your social type... whereas
24 Dyer, 2002: p28.
25 Klapp, 1962.
26 Ibid: p16.
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you are condemned to a stereotype.”27 In fiction, and particularly in drama, 
this distinction becomes even more important. While both stereotypes and 
social types feature extensively in theatre, their use reflects these same 
distinctions. Social types provide flexible and open characters, figuring in 
almost any kind of plot with the possibility of a wide range of roles. In 
contrast, stereotypes can only offer rigid and predictable portrayals which 
“always carry within their very representation an implicit narrative.”28
Although fictional literature is peopled extensively by characters who 
may be categorised as stereotypes or as social types, plots are almost 
always moved forward by individuals who do not fall within these boundaries. 
While the characteristics of stereotypes and social types may occasionally 
overlap, making them hard to distinguish, the borderline between social 
types and ‘narrative’ or ‘novelistic’ characters’ is even more frequently 
blurred. Demonstrating multiple qualities and traits which are gradually 
revealed over a course of time as the plot develops, novelistic characters 
provide the central action or driving force within many plays. In society such 
an individual would have been perceived as superior to one that fell within a 
defined type, as the English social order has historically privileged the 
individual over the mass.29 Of particular relevance, however, is the 
observation that the majority of such important roles in Edwardian stage 
productions, written by male dramatists, are allocated to men. There are few 
instances of women driving the plot and dominating the storyline within plays 
performed in 1914. Even Bernard Shaw, the egalitarian and self-professed
27 Dyer, 1977: p29
28 — , 2002: p15.
29-~ , 1977: p i3.
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supporter of women’s suffrage, utilised a range of Victorian female 
stereotypes in his plays. In Pygmalion, which premiered that year in London, 
the male characters, Higgins and Pickering, dominate the action and 
generate the story; Eliza, who at first glance appears to be the main subject, 
is little more than a puppet in their hands for much of the play30.
Although it would be expected that female playwrights might have 
provided an alternative perspective to their male colleagues, this was 
disappointingly absent in 1914. While generally avoiding obvious stereotypes 
within their plays, women wrote dramas that included the contemporary 
social type, the ‘New Woman’ and failed to capitalise on the possibilities 
offered by the introduction of strong individual female protagonists with 
unique abilities and driving force. Thus, few female narrative characters 
appeared in dramas on the London stage in 1914 and, when they did, they 
were a feature of plays imported from the continent. Actresses were called 
upon to play stereotypical females, regardless of their principles and 
however vociferous they may have been in the cause of women’s rights. In 
an age that regarded itself as progressive, the insult was even greater as the 
majority of these roles were a legacy from the previous century and the 
emphatically patriarchal Victorian society.
In daily life, the identification of stereotypes is generally, relatively 
straightforward. On stage, with the considerable advantage of accentuation 
and exaggeration of characteristics, recognition is even more obvious. The 
presentation of the characters themselves is the primary source of detail. 
Their behaviour, mannerisms, dress, speech, responses and so forth
30 See Chapter Nine.
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aggregate to create an image which is distinct and recognisable. Dramas 
performed in the West End of London almost exclusively portrayed the lives 
of the aristocracy and upper classes, with few members of the lower classes 
appearing, except fleetingly as adjuncts to the plot. The surrounding city, 
however, would have been replete with women conforming to types beyond 
those represented on the stage. Victorian society engendered numerous 
images -  the penniless factory worker, the ragged match-girl, the workhouse 
orphan to name but a few -  whose presence was confined to the pages of 
novels, rather than being acted out in theatrical settings. Theatregoers in the 
London of 1914 came to see the lives of the upper classes played out before 
them and the female characters on display conformed to the expectations of 
the audiences. Nina Auerbach, a key proponent of feminist criticism, 
simplifies these groups into four distinct types. In her monograph Woman 
and the Demon: The Life of a Victorian Myth, she describes the ‘angel’, the 
‘demon’, the ‘old maid’ and the ‘fallen woman’. While the first two appear in 
art and literature of most periods, the latter two have specifically Victorian 
origins31 and are “artificial creations of the tyranny of the patriarchal 
family.”32 In addition, three of these paradigms (‘demon’, ‘old maid’ and 
‘fallen woman’) contradict Victorian values which prized women whose 
existence relied upon her role within the patriarchal family and particularly as 
a mother. While exploiting the imagination of fiction readers, art lovers and 
theatrical audiences, these three types were “outcasts from domesticity, self-
31 Auerbach, 1982: p63.
32 Ibid: p61.
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creating rather than selflessly nurturing, regal but never maternal. Solitaries 
by nature and essence, they transcend[ed] the culture that creat[ed] them.”33
In a society that judged women by their matrimonial status, the most 
clear cut and simplistic typing was based on marriage or marriagability. The 
common view was that real women “were to be obedient, chaste, and pious, 
to look forward to marriage as their proper goal, and to expect in marriage to 
see their parents’ authority exchanged for that of their husbands.”34 Thus, the 
paragon of all virtue was the domestically docile and contented wife. This 
was epitomised in 1854 when the English poet, Coventry Patmore, published 
the first volume of his narrative poem, The Angel in the House35. This 
“paean to romantic love and blessed wifehood”36 was immensely popular in 
the mid-nineteenth century, although it was not for the first time the term had 
been used37. Patmore’s idealised view of courtship and marriage, building 
upon earlier imagery, created a stereotype of wifely devotion that lasted well 
into the twentieth century, when the anti-Victorian backlash finally turned the 
image from one of ideal to one of repression. Recognising the type was 
straightforward. The ‘angel’ was “every demure wife who created a haven for
33 Ibid: p61 - 2.
34 Gorsky, 1972: p29.
35 (Patmore, 1854.) Patmore’s verse-sequence, The Angelin the House, praises and 
describes the courtship and marriage of Honoria, the daughter of a country Dean whose 
“unselfish grace, gentleness, simplicity, and nobility” present her as the ideal Victorian 
women and as an earthly angel (Gilbert and Gubar, 2000: p22.) Three further instalments 
followed the initial publication in 1854: "The Espousals" (1856), "Faithful for Ever" (1860), 
and "The Victories of Love" (1862).
36 Foster, 1987: p32.
37 In 1834, Leigh Hunt wrote a poem entitled An Angel in the House which described a 
(male) angel visiting a household. It included the verse:
Alas! we think not what we daily see 
About our hearths,-angels that are to be,
Or may be if they will, and we prepare 
Their souls and ours to meet in happy air;~
A child, a friend, a wife whose soft heart sings
In unison with ours, breeding its future wings. (Hunt and Hunt, 1860: p277.)
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her menfolk in the well-ordered home.”38 Virginia Woolf, writing in 1942, 
provided a retrospective description of this “intensely sympathetic” paragon 
of womanhood.
She was immensely charming. She was utterly unselfish.
She excelled in the difficult arts of family life. She sacrificed 
herself daily. If there was chicken, she took the leg; if there 
was a draught she sat in it - in short she was so constituted 
that she never had a mind or a wish of her own, but preferred 
to sympathize always with the minds and wishes of others.
Above all - 1 need not say it - she was pure. Her purity was 
supposed to be her chief beauty - her blushes, her great
3 0grace .
Despite this uncomplicated definition, Victorians divided the classification 
into two different types: the saint and the martyr. The saintly ‘angel’ was 
“above earthly concerns, generous to the point of self-sacrifice, quiet, 
forgiving, and capable of absolutely selfless love.” She was subservient and 
subordinated her own wishes and needs to those of her husband and family. 
She was also “monotonously and unbelievably good.”40 The ranks of the 
saintly ‘angels’ included the ‘ingénue’. This teenage bride was seen as the 
perfect wife by Victorian men. “Innocent, unformed, and naive, often self- 
effacing and unsure”41, she usually married a man more than twice her age 
and inevitably placed her implicit trust where it was not deserved. The martyr 
‘angel’ was a moderate variation on the saintly type: while she may behave 
as the long-suffering heroine who tolerates all that life throws at her with 
“self-sacrificing grace and patient fortitude”, occasionally she was seen to 
fight back against her situation. Whether passive or active in her response,
38 Cooper, 2001: p10.
39 Woolf, 1942: p150.
40 Gorsky, 1972: p34 - 5.
41 Ibid: p38.
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however, it would almost inevitably have been a man who precipitated her 
reaction42.
Having stated previously that stereotypes traditionally imply negative 
images, such an apparently positive description might appear contradictory. 
At inception, the ‘angel’ was an image of womanly perfection, as perceived 
by patriarchal, male-dominated, Victorian society. In 1914, however, the 
growing numbers of feminists would have found the image particularly 
antagonistic and provocative. Indeed, Virginia Woolf took the credit for finally 
killing the phantom that was the Angel of the House, but not until the 
1930s43. In Victorian novels, however, ‘angels’ outnumbered their more 
adventurous and apparently less virtuous sisters. The comparison between 
imagery within these printed works and that of the three dimensional 
characters appearing on the London stage is a fundamental element of the 
methodological approach of new historicism.
In the analysis of the larger cultural field, canonical works of 
art are brought into relation not only with works judged as 
minor, but also with text that are not by anyone’s standard 
literary44.
‘Angels’ in their various guises were a feature of minor theatrical 
productions and printed fictional works as well as canonical literature. 
Perhaps the greatest proponent of the type was Charles Dickens, who 
perpetuated the myth with saintly women such as Agnes in David 
Copperfield (1850), Little Nell of The Old Curiosity Shop (1841), Rose Maylie
42 Ibid: p36.
43 Virginia Woolf (1882 -  1941) declared in her article “Professions for Women” that the 
‘Angel in the House’ “bothered me and wasted my time and so tormented me that at last I 
killed her.” (Woolf, 1942: p150.)This article was an abbreviated version of a speech she 
gave in 1931 which was subsequently published, posthumously in 1942, in The Death of 
the Moth and Other Essays.
44 Gallagher and Greenblatt, 2000: p10.
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of Oliver Twist (1838), Florence Dombey of Dombey and Son (1848), Esther 
Summerson of Bleak House (1853), Lucie Manette of A Tale of Two Cities 
(1859) and Lizzie Hexam of Our Mutual Friend (1865); all “Dickensian saints 
of varying degrees”45. Contrary to expectation, ‘angels’ outnumbered 
‘demons’ even within the context of fiction written by women during the years 
1840 to 192046. George Eliot created characters such as Little Eppie in Silas 
Mamer (1861), Milly Barton in The Sad Fortunes of the Reverend Amos 
Barton (1859) and Dinah Morris in Adam Bede (1859) who added to the 
ranks of Victorian saintly women that Dickens portrayed so effectively. It 
would come as little surprise, therefore, that the Edwardian stage in 1914 
was populated with many such ‘angels’, including Dolly in Anna Karenina47, 
Lady Chiltern in An Ideal Husband48 and Dora in Diplomacy49. It is 
questionable, however, whether such ‘angels’ existed even in the drawing 
rooms and salons of Victorian England. After studying the lives of three 
generations of women within one upper middle-class family from 1799 to 
1914, one analyst concluded that the ‘angel’ was probably just a dream of 
the lower-middle class housewife.
To her the angel was an ideal, a model of the gentlewoman 
that she aspired to become, little knowing that the angel she 
admired did not exist...The angel may have represented a 
dream of unachieved gentility for some women, she may 
have been a nightmare of potential repression for others...
Much talked of in some Victorian circles, the angel of the 
house was nowhere to be found among living women50.
45 Golden, 2000: p8.
46 Gorsky, 1972: p28.
47 Pollock, 1913.
48 Wilde, 1899.
49 Sardou, 1878.
50 Peterson, 1984: p708.
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Not all married women, however, fell within the description of good wife, 
be it saint, martyr or ingénue. The fallen wife was a sub-category of the 
‘fallen woman’ stereotype but her appearance in Victorian fiction was 
relatively rare. The most famous of all such wives was Anna Karenina in 
Tolstoy’s novel of the same name. Finding her counterpart in British fiction is 
a challenge, as novelists of the time preferred to condemn their demonic 
women with the dual stigma of sexual downfall and spinsterhood. Isabel 
Vane in Ellen Wood’s East Lynne (1861) is perhaps the best example of the 
seduced and abandoned wife who fits this stereotype. The ‘fallen woman , 
with her many manifestations, was almost exclusively unmarried and 
therefore outside the definition of the ideal Victorian woman; as such she 
provided a wealth of variations of which society at the time could disapprove.
While providing the most fertile and prolific material for typecasting, the 
unmarried woman was in reality a minority figure in Victorian Britain. In the 
middle of the nineteenth century well over two thirds of women over the age 
of twenty were married51. Throughout the period 1871 to 1914 the proportion 
of adult (over fifteen years of age) females who were or had been married 
never fell below sixty percent52. Despite this, the existence of a significant 
minority of women who, for whatever reason, remained unmarried generated 
a ‘problem’ for which men sought precipitate solutions such as enforced 
emigration. The range of unmarried female stereotypes was disproportionate 
to the actual numbers of unmarried women, reflecting the concept that such 
typecasting is a function of the perceived ‘others’ in society. Similarly, women 
portrayed as evil or simply as ‘bad’ were a feature of Victorian fiction, despite
51 Cooper, 2001: p18.
52 Lewis, 1984: p3.
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a lack of any evidence to suggest that they were common in society at large. 
Nevertheless, the majority of ‘demons’ in literature were men whose evil 
deeds were frequently contrasted with the righteous and noble bearing of an 
angelic woman.
The demonic woman was rarely, if ever, the heroine of Victorian fiction. 
Should she appear as a prominent character, it was to serve the purpose of 
moralising and she would inevitably receive her ‘just reward before the end 
of the novel or play. Thackeray provides female ‘demons’ in the form of 
Beatrix Castlewood in The History of Henry Esmond (1852) and Becky Sharp 
in Vanity Fair (1848). On the stage, Oscar Wilde’s blackmailing temptress, 
Mrs.Cheveley in An Ideal Husband (1899) presented audiences, during the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, with an immoral woman who 
could be despised and vilified. Female ‘demons’ resembled their angelic 
counterparts in outward characteristics such as beauty, nobility or dress but 
their deeds usually betrayed their stereotypical status fairly soon within the 
plot of a novel or play.
The ‘old maid’ was often more easily recognised by her appearance 
alone. Variously known as the ‘redundant woman’ or ‘spinster’ she was 
usually portrayed as a grotesque caricature. Miss Haversham in Dickens’s 
Great Expectations (1861) was the quintessential example of the stereotype; 
condemned to a life of perpetual ‘spinsterhood’, she degenerated into a life 
of bitterness, revenge and, finally, madness. In a society where women 
outnumbered men significantly -  the census of 1851 counted a surplus of 
half a million in England -  unmarried women were categorised as a social 
problem. Indeed, a popular view at the time was that these women should be
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encouraged to emigrate in order to “protect British men from predatory single 
women, and promote civilisation and white population growth in the 
settlements of Australasia and British North America.”53 William Somerset 
Maugham’s play, The Land of Promise, which premiered in 1914 in London, 
is an example of how such a sentiment even reached the Edwardian stage.
In this three act comedy, the main character, a twenty-eight year-old 
unmarried woman, sailed to the wilds of Canada in order to escape the 
poverty and humiliation of her fate in England54. By so doing, she submitted 
to the solution encouraged by a society which perceived spinsterhood as a 
‘problem’ to be overcome. Indeed, the Victorian ‘old maid’ was only tolerated 
when she could be categorized as a piteous victim of society. Writers at the 
time were at pains to distinguish between the authentic ‘old maid’ and the 
“accidentally unmarried woman, crippled by disappointment in love and 
centering her vicarious life around father, brother, or other omnipotent 
male.”55 While the former could be despised, the latter had earned the right 
to be pitied and cherished, fulfilling as she did a useful role towards her male 
relations.
Auerbach’s final Victorian stereotype, the ‘fallen woman’, evokes a wide 
range of characterisations. As previously mentioned, the married ‘fallen 
woman’ was relatively scarce in Victorian fiction. Her unmarried sister, 
however, made more frequent appearances. Contrary to popular belief, pre­
marital sexual relations were commonplace in Victorian Britain. Indeed, 
analysis of the time-lag between marriage and baptism of a first child has
53 Cooper, 2001: p19-20 .
54 See Chapter Six.
55 Auerbach, 1982: p145.
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indicated that up to half of brides were pregnant when they married56 and a 
recent investigation has suggested that the idea of the asexual Victorian 
woman is a construct of the twentieth century57. In works of British fiction, in 
contrast to those from Europe58, prostitutes remained a rarity. While being an 
obvious presence in Victorian society, their existence was referred to rather 
than examined and the ‘fallen woman’ was more usually of the type who has 
been seduced and abandoned or was the mistress of a wealthy man. Even 
Dickens, not known for his reticence, avoided the inclusion of working 
prostitutes in his novels. Nancy, in Oliver Twist (1838), is the typical ‘fallen 
woman’ in that she lives with Bill Sykes as his mistress but makes her living 
from thieving rather than by selling her body. Mercy Merrick, in Wilkie 
Collins’s The New Magdalen (1873) is a rare example of a prostitute in 
Victorian literature, although she is portrayed as an innocent victim, having 
been drugged and raped in a brothel. Marian Erie in Elizabeth Barrett 
Browning’s poem, Aurora Leigh (1857) suffered a similar violation, although 
her fate was to be condemned as a ‘fallen woman’ rather than to be forced 
into a life of prostitution. Esther, in Elizabeth Gaskell’s Mary Barton (1849) is 
a prostitute who is redeemed by her efforts to prevent others following in her 
path, evoking the rare sympathy of Victorian readers for an immoral 
character.
Prostitutes were seldom represented on the London stage during this 
period and, on the rare occasions they did appear, were usually in the guise 
of reformed characters. Shaw’s Mrs. Warren’s Profession (1898) scandalised
56 Cooper, 2001: p30.
57 Sutphin, 2000: p512.
58 For example: Emile Zola’s Nana (1880) and Sonya in Dostoevsky’s Crime and 
Punishment (1866).
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Edwardian society when it was first performed in 1902 with its euphemistic 
references to prostitution and its central character’s profiting from her 
business as a brothel keeper. This twentieth century drama was perhaps the 
beginning of the demise of the traditional Victorian stereotype of the 
prostitute as victim.
While these four specific stereotypes -  ‘angels’, ‘demons’, ‘old maids’ 
and ‘fallen women’ - provide useful definitions for study, they were not 
exclusive. In the second half of the nineteenth century a precursor to the 
twentieth century feminist emerged. The ‘Girl of the Period’ was an 
exaggerated version of the class of independent women who were beginning 
to escape from the confines of their homes and patriarchal oppression, to 
take up employment, shop, visit art galleries or indulge in philanthropic 
activities. Although the number of such women may have been inflated by 
journalists who took a delight in parodying their behaviour, the presence of 
these unchaperoned women about town became an undeniable reality. 
Portrayed unkindly as drinking, smoking, swearing like a man and indulging 
in conversations about subjects no lady would discuss, they were lumped 
into a stereotype for ruthless lampooning in the press59.
In an article appearing in the Saturday Review in 1868, the anti-feminist 
Eliza Lynn Linton describes the ‘Girl of the Period’ as one who admired and 
imitated the appearance of prostitutes. By implication the author draws 
parallels between the lifestyles of such modern women, though stops short of 
suggesting that this new social type of female was sexually promiscuous.
59 Cooper, 2001: p64.
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This imitation of the demi-monde in dress leads to something 
in manner and feeling, not quite so pronounced perhaps, but 
far too like to be honourable to herself or satisfactory to her 
friends. It leads to slang, bold talk, and fastness; to the love 
of pleasure and indifference to duty; to the desire of money 
before either love or happiness; to uselessness at home, 
dissatisfaction with the monotony of ordinary life, and horror 
of all useful work60.
Thus, the greatest criticism lay not so much in the girl’s vanity or 
manner, but in her dereliction of household duties and in the ‘unangelic’ life­
style which was the ultimate in Victorian anti-social behaviour. By the end of 
the century the New Woman had taken the place of the ‘Girl of the Period’ as 
a butt for the newspaper journalists’ satire. During this transition period the 
independent woman had been variously labelled as ‘odd’, ‘superfluous’ and 
‘wild’. While traditionally associated with the suffragette movement of the 
1910s, the New Woman was, in fact, a Victorian phenomenon long before 
her caricature became a subject of ridicule and disgust for journalists 
reporting the militant women’s campaign for emancipation. Like the Girl, she 
smoked cigarettes, was seen unescorted around town and even entered 
boldly into conversation with men. Unlike her predecessor, however, she did 
not flirt with men but appeared to reject the concept of marriage. Her 
predilection for riding bicycles only added to her image as unattractive and 
masculine61.
In the 1890s, increasing numbers of women were emerging from the 
shackles of domestic life and wanted independent lives without the support 
of a man. This threatening statistic led to the formation of an image that was 
perhaps one of the strongest and most easily recognisable of Victorian and
60 Saturday Review, 14 March 1868: p339 - 40.
61 — , 2001: p66.
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Edwardian Britain. As early as 1894 she was parodied and satirised on the 
London stage in Sydney Grundy’s play The New Woman at the Comedy 
Theatre. Shaw used her sympathetically in several of his plays, including 
Vivie Warren in Mrs.Warren’s Profession and Anne Whitefield in Man and 
Superman (1903). The rise of the New Woman generated a wealth of novels 
which incorporated her as heroine. Feminist writers such as Sarah Grand, 
Elizabeth Robins, George Egerton and Mona Caird achieved phenomenal 
success with their New Woman tracts. Yet it was not only female writers that 
promoted her cause. Thomas Hardy courted controversy when he included 
independently minded women in his novels Tess of the D’Urbevilles (1891) 
and Jude the Obscure (1896). Inevitably there was tension between the 
feminist concept of the New Woman and that created within the popular 
press. Threatened by her emerging independence and contrary behaviour 
journalists chose to lampoon and satirise her as vulgar, loud-mouthed, 
boorish and masculine. In contrast, feminists such as Sarah Grand were at 
pains to present her as sweet mannered and diffident, “naturally noble [and] 
morally superior to men”62. Therein lay their greatest threat to patriarchal 
society and one that was to continue well into the twentieth century, both off 
and on the stage.
By 1914, however, the stereotype of the New Woman had evolved and 
entered a new phase. In reality she had become a social type with 
associated flexibility of characteristics. While the press still occasionally 
satirised the suffragettes, maintaining as best they could the male 
hegemonic stranglehold, this grip was weakening. New Women had become
62 Clarke, 1985: p96.
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independent with a voice to which an increasing proportion of society was 
beginning to listen. Plays by female dramatists were being staged in the 
West End which no longer portrayed New Women as stereotypically 
masculine and brash. This new social type, the independent woman, was 
heralding an intelligent and essentially feminine type outside the strict 
confines of the image previously enforced upon her.
Yet the majority of plays of the Edwardian era continued to draw upon 
traditional and essentially Victorian female stereotypes. The Victorian legacy 
of tightly restricted female imagery was the norm and what most audiences 
expected to see when they visited the theatre. Such representation served to 
reinforce the Victorian values of the previous century and provide escapism 
from the harsh realities of a shifting social framework. While titillated by the 
concept of the ‘fallen woman’ or occasionally irritated by the New Woman, 
the majority of theatregoers were content to indulge their imaginations by 
watching plays that represented women as ‘angels’, ‘demons’ or ‘old maids’. 
Herein lay a predictable and recognisable range of images that neither 
challenged their preconceptions nor offended their sensibilities. Mostly highly 
prized of all womanhood was the artificial and anachronistic construct of the 
‘angel in the house’, which the next chapter will investigate.
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Chapter Three: ‘Angels’ and ‘Demons’
The classic myths of womanhood, ‘angels’ and ‘demons’, with their 
associated Victorian connotations, served as potential contradictions to the 
values embodied within the imagery of the ‘modern’ Edwardian age. Their 
appearance on stage in 1914 might be seen to exemplify the desires and 
aspirations of a society looking to its past rather than to its future. Closer 
examination of their appearances within the theatrical context should confirm 
or contradict whether authors sought to portray such women from an evolved 
perspective or whether they continued the tradition of their predecessors.
Appearing regularly on the London stage in 1914 in her passive and 
unthreatening guise, the Victorian ‘Angel in the House’ seemed to epitomise 
the ultimate stereotypical image of passive womanhood.
She was of the stuff that heroines are made of (sic) - the 
unconscious heroines of the house, the commonplace 
heroines, the angels of domesticity1.
Cosmo Hamilton’s “angel of domesticity" was a recurrent feature of all types 
of Victorian literature, yet by the twentieth century she seldom, if ever, 
figured as the central protagonist of fictional works. Even in his drama based 
upon his novel, A Blindness of Virtue (1912), Helen, the ‘angel’ referred to 
above, was portrayed as dilatory and cowardly; the antithesis of a heroic 
character. This projection of a particular female image served to reinforce the 
masculine orientation of society. Catherine Belsey, the feminist cultural critic, 
notes that “one of the central issues for feminism is the cultural construction 
of subjectivity”. Fiction of the nineteenth and twentieth century contributed a
1 Hamilton, 1908: p42.
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significant part in this. She comments that “literature represents the myths 
and imaginary versions of real social relationships which constitute ideology” 
and, in addition, the reader (or audience) is placed in a position to regard the 
subject and ideologies of the text as the most ‘obvious’ 2. Audiences in 1914, 
therefore, were presented with embodiments of angelic and demonic women 
as depictions of the ‘norm’.
While ‘angels’ rarely featured prominently on the stage, they extensively 
informed minor parts and supporting roles. During the summer of 1914, for 
example, the Aldwych Theatre played host to the fictional Lady Mary Hatherley, 
an ingénue who almost succumbed to villainy in Garvice’s A Heritage of Hate 
(1913). Earlier in the year, Princess Dolly Oblonsky graced the boards of the 
Ambassador’s and Scala Theatres, generously forgiving her errant husband in 
Pollock’s adaptation of Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina (1913). Both women projected 
the image of Victorian ‘angels’ yet neither contributed substantially to the 
development of the plot. Indeed, their presence was almost superfluous in these 
productions. Other dramas gave larger cameo roles to their angels. Helen 
Pemberton’s daughter Effie, the sweet and innocent ingénue in The Blindness 
of Virtue, appeared for significant periods of time on stage at the Ambassador’s 
Theatre in July, yet her contribution to the story consisted primarily of obeying 
parental instructions and acting with childlike naiveté. All of these women 
shared qualities that marked them as a stereotype, differing only in details of 
their character.
Above all else, an ‘angel’ was expected to behave as a “selfless, 
virtuous, pure, and spiritualized deity, who presided over hearth and home
2 Belsey, 1985: p45.
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and whose presence was a refuge from the storms of commercial strife.”3 
Such a definition of women’s place in society was a function of nineteenth- 
century ideology regarding the respective responsibilities of the sexes4. The 
presence of an underclass of ‘invisible’ servants, in even the less well off 
middle-class homes, promoted the “divorce between materiality and 
spirituality that characterizes the Victorian age, particularly in the 
representation of women.” Thus, the image of woman in a quasi-religious 
context climaxed during the early and mid-Victorian era5. Religious 
symbolism was important at the time and women were portrayed as various 
‘heavenly’ beings6, all epitomising the contemporary ideals of “chastity, 
humility and transcendence.”7 Such iconography conformed well to the 
passive imagery of women and placed her firmly in the role of servant, or at 
least subservient, to her male counterparts8.
3 Langland, 1995: p69.
4 The sphere of men was the world of business and politics, while women became 
increasingly defined within the domestic context; their duties were limited to making a 
comfortable home for their husbands and to rearing children. Society judged a man’s stature 
accordingly, with a comfortable suburban home and a dependent wife featuring high on the 
list of indices of social position and material success (Nead, 1984: p27.)
The separation of gender roles was part of the moral and cultural identity that emerged at 
the end of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, as the home and the workplace 
became distinct from each other. With increased wealth amongst the middle classes, 
tradesman and businessmen sought geographical and social separation for their activities. 
Prior to this, families integrated their work and domestic lives, with men and women 
contributing in part to both spheres. Living ‘over the shop’ was commonplace in the 
eighteenth century. By the nineteenth century, however, wealthier families had moved out of 
the cities, buying houses in suburban settings and the men commuting daily to their 
workplace.
5 Art and literature frequently portrayed woman as a “disembodied figure, with symbolic 
references to the Virgin Mary” (Basch, 1974: pxviii.) a cultural image that had begun well 
before Victoria came to the throne but which had evolved and grown -  passing through 
Dante, Milton and Goethe - during her reign (Gilbert and Gubar, 2000: p20.)
6 Such imagery included: ‘angels’ by Coventry Patmore in The Angel in the House: The 
Betrothal (Paimore, 1854.) and Tennyson in The Princess (1847) and Isabel (1830). As a 
Madonna by Ruskin in Fors Clavigera (Ruskin, 1871.) and as the Virgin Mary in The Mothers 
of England by Sarah Strickland Ellis (Ellis, 1843.).
7 Basch, 1974: p6.
8 in the middle of the nineteenth century only a tiny minority of women sought to retaliate 
against the unfairness of the respective roles of men and women in society. The relative 
failure of feminist doctrines, during the reign of Queen Victoria, may be attributed to the
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The embryonic stirrings of the feminist movement in the mid-nineteenth 
century precipitated a misogynistic backlash from the newspapers of the 
Establishment. The Pall Mall Gazette published a bold statement of 
perceived ideology in response to a Parliamentary debate concerning the 
Married Women’s Property Bill.
First, that men are superior to women -  that is, that we have 
more moral, intellectual, and physical strength than they 
have; that we know more, feel more, can do more, are their 
superior in every sense in which one class of beings can be 
superior to another. Secondly, that families are in the nature 
of small governments, and that the constitution of these 
governments should be monarchical, the husband being 
king. Thirdly, that family life, the position of a daughter, a 
wife, and a mother, is the normal and the most honourable 
course of life for women in general9.
Such an opinion reinforced the advice given to Victorian women in Sarah 
Stickney Ellis’s popular household manual of 1838, The Women of England: 
Their Social Duties and Domestic Habits. In this she advised:
In her intercourse with man, it is impossible but that woman 
should feel her own inferiority; and it is right that it should be 
s o .... She does not meet him upon equal terms. Her part is 
to make sacrifices, in order that his enjoyment may be 
enhanced. She does this with a willing spirit10.
Those who contradicted this viewpoint were perceived as a threat to society 
itself and any emphasis on the segregation of the spheres of activity in
deep-rooted dogma of a patriarchal society that was unwilling to acknowledge any need for 
change.
9 The Pall Mall Gazette 11 June 1868: p1.
10 Ellis, 1838: p223.
The author does comment, however, that the women of the day make these sacrifices “so 
often without producing any adequate result, and so often without grateful acknowledgment, 
that her spirit sometimes sinks within her.”
Ellis’s first manual was followed by a trilogy of books aimed at women in their subservient 
roles as daughters, mothers and wives: The Daughters of England: Their Position in Society, 
Character and Responsibilities (1841); The Mothers of England: Influence and Responsibility 
(1843) and The Wives of England: Their Relative Duties, Domestic Influence and Social 
Obligations (1843).
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Victorian England had wider social implications. At this time middle-class 
culture regarded the stable family home is an essential core value and the 
nucleus of the state. Furthermore, the family unit and the sexual order within 
it were metaphors for the wider social order. Any breakdown in this structure 
was interpreted as the potential disintegration of society itself11. As such, the 
patriarchy sought to preserve the distinctions it had engendered. The stability 
of the domestic sphere and woman’s place in it was not to be challenged but 
to be reinforced wherever possible. High culture, in the form of art and 
literature, was a useful tool in this process. In a patriarchal society, plays and 
novels, written solely with male expectations and designs, “imprisoned” 
female images and characters within the texts, reducing them to 1 mere 
properties” of men12. Simone de Beauvoir explains the origins of women’s 
subordinate role in society:
History has shown us that men have always kept in their 
hands all concrete powers; since the earliest days of the 
patriarchate they have thought best to keep woman in a state 
of dependence; their codes of law have been set up against 
her; and thus she has been definitely established as the 
Other. This arrangement suited the economic interests of the 
males; but it conformed also to their ontological and moral 
pretensions13.
Lacking the means or facility for organizing themselves into coherent groups, 
women were unable to challenge masculine dominance. De Beauvoir 
protests that they “have no past, no history, no religion of their own”. Even 
more specifically she states that because women live “dispersed among the 
males”, relying upon fathers or husbands financially and socially, their 
strongest relationships are with these men rather than with other women.
11 Alessio, 1997: p242.; Nead, 1984: p27.
12 Gilbert and Gubar, 2000: p12.
13 De Beauvoir, 1997: p171.
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While the “bond that unites her to her oppressor” is so strong and so unique, 
she will not be able to achieve any semblance of equality or independence14.
The image of the domestic ‘angel’ was a regular feature in Victorian 
fiction and, together with her necessary opposite the ‘monster’ or ‘demon’, 
became an essential ingredient of literary works written both by men and 
women15. Charles Dickens created a broad spectrum of self-sacrificial, 
insipidly modest women in his novels, including Agnes Wickfield16 in David 
Copperfield (1850) and Esther Summerson in Bleak House (1853). In a time 
of war, the non-threatening and familiar story of David Copperfield prompted 
one theatre manager to stage an adaptation of the work. In December 1914, 
the play enjoyed a run of 129 performances at His Majesty’s Theatre17 and, 
as previously mentioned, it was this production that Vera Brittain attended 
with her fiancé before his return to the trenches.
14 Ibid: p19.
15 Gilbert and Gubar, 2000: p17.
Female authors in the nineteenth century were forced to use devious strategies in order to 
succeed in a misogynistic environment. George Eliot and many of her female 
contemporaries solved the ‘problem’ of being female by presenting themselves as men. In 
so doing they were able to achieve acceptance in the male dominated intellectual sphere 
and find their place amongst the literary greats.
George Eliot’s ‘angels’ include Little Eppie in Silas Mamer (1861) and Dinah Morris in Adam 
Bede (1859). In her epic novel, Middlemarch (1871) Eliot characterises Celia as the ideal 
Victorian wife (Gowdy, 1993. p20.) and Rosamond is the “perfect child-angel wife” (Foster, 
1987: p39.) Dorothea, however, “could, with great sense of duty and effort of will power, play 
the Angel” she was not prepared to sacrifice her own integrity to become an Angel (Gowdy, 
1993: p22.)
16 Agnes Wickfield epitomized Dickens’s ideal woman. Criticised as being “too saccharine, 
self-effacing, and domestic” for twentieth century tastes, she embodied the necessary 
qualities of the ‘angel in the house’: “patience, unselfishness, earnestness, faithfulness, and 
devotion” which made her the very model of Victorian womanhood (Golden, 2000: p6.)
17 The production first appeared at Wallack’s Theatre, New York two months before. The 
introduction of stage adaptations of ‘safe’ novels alongside re-runs of popular, light-weight 
productions was a reflection of theatre managers’ cautious approach to wartime 
entertainment.
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Dickens’s contemporaries were nearly as prolific in portraying the 
stereotype18 and these angelic heroines made common appearances in 
Edwardian middle-class homes, as the novels of the ‘Victorian giants’ were 
routinely read aloud in the evenings. Surveys of reading matter housed in 
London libraries during the early years of the twentieth century showed that 
the “popular fiction of the preceding generation” outnumbered contemporary 
books by far.19 While the literature of the 1900s and 1910s turned towards 
realism and away from Victorian sentimentality, the majority of readers 
continued to enjoy the novels that engendered and reinforced the Victorian 
stereotypes.
Angelic females, however, were not confined to fiction and it is an 
important element of new historicist methodology to examine the range of 
additional texts available at the time. As such, women’s magazines and 
manuals intended for the instruction of women in their duties were a feature 
of both Victorian and Edwardian Britain20. Furthermore, such guides to 
etiquette and household management played a more significant role than 
simply expressing the attitudes of the day; these treatises contributed to the 
means by which the classes and the upper-middle class in particular,
18 Thackeray also created angelic women in his novels Pendennis (Thackeray, 1849.) and 
Vanity Fair (Thackeray, 1848.) While Amelia Smedley, the ‘angel’ of Vanity Fair, is portrayed 
as silly and cloyingly dependent on her husband, Laura of Pendennis is noble and self- 
sacrificing and Arthur Pendennis worships his mother as an angelic being. Such reverence 
conformed to the quasi-religious association sentimental Victorians inflicted upon their 
women, where sons regarded nice women, such as his sister, mother and future bride “as 
creatures more like angels than human beings”. Such an image dissociated love from sex, 
turning it into the worship of purity. (Houghton, 1957: p355.)
Other examples of self-sacrificial ‘angels’ are found in Mrs. Hamley in Mrs. Gaskell’s Wives 
and Daughters (1866); Isabella in Emily Bronte’s Wuthering Heights (1847) and Sue 
Bridehead in Thomas Hardy’s Jude the Obscure (1895).
19 Hudson, 1969: p309 - 11.
20 Between 1850 and 1914 public libraries usually provided separate reading rooms for 
ladies and the tables were strewn with such worthy journals as Gentlewoman (1890 -1 9 2 6 ), 
Woman at Home (1893 -  1917) and Hearth and Home (1890 -1 9 1 4 ) (Baggs, 2005: p282, 
289.)
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constructed their identity. As Langland observes, “these non-literary 
materials did not simply reflect a ‘real’ historical subject but helped to 
produce it through their discursive practices.”21 Household manuals served to 
reinforce women’s subservient roles as daughters, wives and mothers.
These same three ideals, dictated as they were by a patriarchal society, 
found controversial expression in the middle of the nineteenth century by the 
artist George Elgar Hicks. Just as the written word, as exemplified by 
literature and popular journalism, contributed to the cultural experiences of 
society, so the works of visual artists served to reinforce the ideologies of a 
nation. As Enzo Caramaschi observed in his essay, “Framing the Landscape 
(in Prose)”:
Landscape in prose, painting in prose: one may express the 
autonomy and the meaning of artistic research by giving free 
rein to such an expression.... painting has the same right to 
be called a language as any other art22.
Hicks’s triptych of paintings entitled Women’s Mission was exhibited at 
the Royal Academy of Arts in London in 1863. Divided into three 
compartments, the paintings represented “the three most cherished images 
of the 19th- century woman; loving mother, consoling wife and devoted 
daughter.”23 The paintings were popular with the public and The Times 
described how “the crowds round his pictures show how attractive they 
are.”24 The importance of such popularity should not be underestimated.
21 Langland, 1995: p24.
22 Caramaschi, 1990: p159.
23 Shefer, 1986: p8.
Although it might be assumed that such scenes of feminine domestic respectability would 
have found favour with Victorian intellectuals, this was far from the case. The Times 
spearheaded the campaign of negative criticism of the paintings, calling Hicks’s work 
“precisely of the kind to please unformed tastes” and “something excruciatingly painful to all 
well-regulated minds.” (The Times, 27 May 1863: p6.)
24 The Times, 27 May 1863: p6.
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These annual exhibitions drew individuals from the middle classes together 
with those of similar values and interests. In so doing they served as 
essential arenas “in which class and national identities were proposed and 
where definitions of normality and deviancy were shaped.”25 Despite 
condemnation by high brow critics in The Times, paintings such as Hicks’s 
Women’s Mission struck a chord with their middle- and upper-middle-class 
audience who regarded the images as faithful representations of Victorian, 
female respectability and thus men’s idealised view of womanhood. In so 
doing these paintings contributed to the two-way process of representing 
expected ideologies and at the same time forming and reinforcing these 
values.
The theatrical and artistic worlds, which included paintings and 
sculpture, shared these developments. Both of these strands of the visual 
arts went beyond the absorption and transmission of “pre-formed ideology” 
and passively expressed social meaning. The acceptance and popularity, 
amongst the bourgeoisie of Victorian Britain, of visual representations on the 
stage and on the painter’s canvas, helped to perpetuate the myths26. No 
image was more potent than that of the angelic mother willing to sacrifice all 
for her children. In a world divided between public (masculine) and private 
(domestic and therefore feminine) spheres, women were coming under 
increasing pressure to “compensate for the increasing ravages” of the male 
world. “The Angel in the House was caught in a dialectical dance with the 
demons at the door. The Good Mother was the guardian of the hearth.
25 Nead, 1988: p8.
26 Ibid.
27 Manheimer, 1979: p531.
[111]
Victorian Womanhood on the London Stage: ‘Angels’ and ‘Demons’
The first image in the Hicks’s triptych, Women’s Mission: Guide to 
Childhood, portrays a young mother leading her child by the hand through a 
woodland scene. Her left hand holds a bramble aside for the boy to pass, 
clearly showing her devotion to the nurturing of her child28. His needs are 
paramount. Victorian ideology dictated that woman’s greatest and most 
natural contribution to her life’s mission should come through motherhood. 
This was her “main reason for being and her chief source of pleasure. 
Maternal love was constructed as the apex of feminine purity.”29 While this 
idyllic view of maternity was perpetuated through imagery, Simone de 
Beauvoir, several decades on, offered a far more convincing, psychological 
analysis. Although she concedes that a child is a “rich possession, a 
treasure”, a mother must find her pleasure in serving him (or her) selflessly. 
This sacrifice brings with it the praise of men but the “religion of Maternity” 
creates a stereotype for all mothers as saints or angels. In life this is rarely 
the case for, while maternal devotion is frequently a reality, maternity is 
“usually a strange mixture of narcissism, altruism, idle day-dreaming, 
sincerity, bad faith, devotion and cynicism.”30
Women demonstrating pure, sacrificial, motherly love were not a feature 
of dramas on the London stage in 1914. From this it might be inferred that 
faith in the validity of Victorian values was declining in Edwardian society. 
Indeed, consistent with De Beauvoir’s observations, doubt arose as to 
whether she ever existed outside the pages of sentimental, romantic fiction.
28 The Guide to Childhood and its companion painting Comfort of Old Age survive only as 
preparatory oil sketches in the collection of the Dunedin Public Art Gallery, Dunedin, New 
Zealand. The central panel, Companion of Manhood is in the Tate collection, London.
29 Nead, 1988: p26.
30 De Beauvoir, 1997: p528.
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No play included such a character as heroine although she made fleeting 
appearances in minor, supporting roles. One of the few plays which included 
such an idealistic maternal ‘angel’ was John Pollock’s adaptation of Leo 
Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina3\  This anglicized version of the Russian novel was 
one of the most popular plays of the time, achieving a successful run at the 
Ambassador’s and the Scala Theatres from December 1913 until mid-1914.
It was feted by critics and audiences alike. The main content of the story 
concentrates on the love affair between Anna and Count Vronsky, which will 
be explored in Chapter Five. Subsidiary characters such as Anna’s sisters-in- 
law, Dolly and Kitty, however, appear briefly on stage, providing couleur 
locale. Within the opening minutes of the play, Dolly’s errant husband, Stiva, 
is discussing his wife with his friend Levin. Stiva describes Dolly as “a 
wonderful woman”32 and Levin calls her “an angel”33. The scene develops 
into a debate about the different types of women.
Stiva Suppose you were married and loved your wife, but 
that you formed an attachment for another woman.
Levin Excuse me, I can’t understand that any more than 
stealing a bun from a barrow going away from dinner.
Stiva (with enthusiasm) Why Not? Buns sometimes smell so 
delicious that they’re irresistible.
Levin (frowning) For me, women are divided into two sorts: 
true women and -  (he makes a gesture) -  those creatures 
disgust me.
Stiva It’s easy to judge like that... What is one to do?
Levin Not steal buns.
Stiva (desperately) I’m full of life - 1 haven’t time to stop and 
think. My wife’s my wife, but I must follow the orders my 
emotions give me .
31 Pollock, 1913.
32 Ibid. Act I, p5.
33 Ibid. Act I, p6.
34 Ibid. Act I, p6 -7.
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Having hinted that all is not well with his marriage, thanks to his philandering, 
Stiva relies upon his sister, Anna, to talk Dolly out of leaving him. In turn, two 
acts later, Anna is in crisis when her husband, Karenin, retracts his promise 
to allow her a divorce. Dolly pleads Anna’s case in an emotional outburst that 
reveals her own humiliation.
Dolly Listen to me. Let me speak. I know what it is to suffer -  
to be deceived. My husband was unfaithful to me -  in my 
jealousy and indignation I wanted to be cruel to him -  not to 
forgive him. But I stopped in time; and who stopped me?
Anna.... My husband and I have never ceased blessing her. I 
was blessed in my forgiving. Forgive her now, and you will be 
blessed likewise!
The play does not explain the reason for Dolly’s forgiving her husband nor 
does it include the conversation with Anna to which she alludes. Despite 
these apparent omissions, audiences in 1914 would have been familiar with 
Tolstoy’s novel36 and the underlying causes and motives for her actions. The 
pages of the original work provide the detail of Dolly’s dilemma and reveal 
elements of Tolstoy’s highly complex attitudes to women. While one authority 
suggests that Tolstoy created his characters in a medium of “author’s love” -  
identifying himself with Levin and experiencing “an almost sexual love for his 
heroine” Anna37 -  it was Dolly that held the author’s greatest admiration and 
represented his ideal of womanhood. She is “the image of the ideal, self- 
sacrificing woman whose healthy instinct unfailingly leads her on to the right
35 Ibid. Act III, p18.
36 Published in Russian in 1877, the first English language translation, by Constance 
Garnett, appeared in 1901. While a further version by Louise Maude and Aylmer Maude 
appeared in 1918 the literary followers of early twentieth century London would have read
the version presented by Garnett; a woman described as “a genius” and whose masterful 
translations of Russian novels “set her apart” (Knapp, 2003: p39.) The Maude version was 
undertaken with Tolstoy’s “blessing” and, as such, has traditionally been used for academic 
study, including herewith.
37 Trilling, 1955: p69.
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path of life ... [and w ho]... symbolize[s] the keeper of the family principle.”38 
More significantly, however, it is Tolstoy’s views of motherhood that 
recommend Dolly as the angelic woman.
[I]n Tolstoi’s view a woman’s exclusive task is to care for her 
family, specifically her children: she has full charge and 
responsibility for their righteous upbringing. Throughout 
Tolstoi’s fiction ... we find an unconditional worship of 
motherhood which comes to culmination precisely in Dolly....
Tolstoi designates to woman a somewhat limited function in 
life: she must devote her energies to the birth and raising of 
children in a family environment. But to achieve a maximum 
state of virtue in this vocation woman must develop... her 
capacity for selfless love and self-sacrifice39.
Ironically, Tolstoy’s wife is cited by Simone de Beauvoir as a significant 
example of the great many mothers who are “unhappy, embittered, 
unsatisfied” with their role. Despite being delivered of twelve children, she 
wrote constantly in her journal of the “emptiness and uselessness of 
everything”. Although she enjoyed being “indispensable to her children” she 
also speaks of them as “her sole weapon against the superiority of her 
husband”40.
Apparently oblivious to his own wife’s despair, Tolstoy’s idealisation of 
motherhood and his attitude to women indicate that in his novel, at least, 
Dolly’s forgiveness of her unfaithful husband is based on the desire to keep 
her family unit intact and to protect her children. In the novel, Anna explains 
to Dolly that “men may be unfaithful, but their homes, their wives, are their 
holy places. They manage ... to hold these women [mistresses] in contempt 
and don’t let them interfere with the family.”41 Earlier in the conversation
38 Ledkovsky, 1978: p543.
39 Ibid.
40 De Beauvoir, 1997: p536.
41 Tolstoy, 1995: p69.
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Dolly has expressed her dilemma: “I can’t leave him: there are the children, 
and I am bound. Yet I can’t live with him; it is torture for me to see him.”42 
Anna succeeds in persuading Dolly that she has been and still is Stiva’s 
“divinity”43 and that he is worthy of her forgiveness.
In the novel, Dolly is devoted to her children and is prepared to sacrifice 
her own feelings in order to maintain their security and peace of mind. Even 
her personal appearance is deliberately created as an extension of her 
maternal role. She dressed “not for her own beauty, but in order, as the 
mother of all those charming children, not to spoil the general effect.”44 Levin 
describes her as “a hen with her chickens”, a description which delights her45 
and characterizes her as a ‘womanly woman’ as defined by the Victorian 
essayist, Eliza Lynn Linton.
[S]he loves children, and never shunts them as nuisances, 
nor frets when forced to have them about her. She knows 
that she was designed by ... the laws of nature to be a 
mother; sent into the world for that purpose mainly... [S]he 
thinks a populous and happy nursery one of the great 
blessings of her state46.
The English stage version of Anna Karenina, however, never refers to Dolly’s 
children or her motherhood and, indeed, the cast list indicates that she was 
to appear to be only “25 - 28 years old”. This is in direct contradiction to the 
novel which describes Dolly as aged thirty-three and the mother of five living
42 Ibid: p67.
43 Ibid: p69.
44 Ibid: p260.
45 Ibid: p263.
46 Linton, 1883: p116.
Eliza Lynn Linton (1822 -1 8 9 8 ) was a British novelist, essayist and journalist. An avid critic 
of feminism, her essay The Girl of the Period was printed in the Saturday Review in 1868 
and subsequently published in book form alongside other social essays in 1883. While 
vehemently attacking the concept of the New Woman she chose to highlight the virtues, as 
she perceived them, of the ideal woman.
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and two dead children47. The motives for such a significant discrepancy are 
unclear, although the antipathy to children displayed by the producer, Lydia 
Yavorska, and the bachelor state of the adaptor, John Pollock, may have had 
something to do with it. Certainly the better-read members of the audience at 
the time would have been aware of this inconsistency but may possibly have 
regarded this as a minor detail, worth sacrificing for the sake of expediency, 
within the wider spectrum of the overall plot. What is assured, however, is 
that as an ‘angel’, Dolly conformed to the English stereotype.
[The Angel] frequently discovers and reveals her saintly 
nature in part as the result of an unhappy experience in love 
...Her subservience and self-effacing love allow her to 
subordinate her own needs and wishes to those of her family 
or the man she loves48.
Dolly exhibits all three characteristics of the most cherished images of 
Victorian womanhood: loving mother, supporting wife and obedient daughter. 
It is this latter role that Hicks portrays in the second panel of his painting 
Women’s Mission: Comfort of Old Age. The scene shows the same woman 
who appeared as a mother in the earlier work, now portrayed as a daughter 
attending to her invalid father. In her left hand she holds a book which she 
probably has been reading to the frail old man. He looks weakly into her face 
as she tries to give him a drink from a glass. The picture captures the 
devotion the ideal woman was expected to exhibit towards her parents and in 
particular towards her father. While maternal devotion was only infrequently 
displayed on the London stage in 1914, filial commitment was evident in 
various guises. Chekhov’s Uncle Vanya (1913), Hamilton’s The Blindness of 
Virtue (1912) and Garvice’s A Heritage of Hate (1913) all demonstrated
47 Tolstoy, 1995: p3.
48 Gorsky, 1972: p34.
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varying degrees of daughterly devotion. While the women portrayed in these 
plays share certain common characteristics, their relative importance to the 
plots varies significantly. Sonya, in Uncle Vanya plays a central role and, as 
such, contributes extensively to the dynamics of the play; her function within 
the narrative goes beyond the inert and reactive imagery associated with a 
genuine stereotype. Such minor characters as Effie in The Blindness of 
Virtue, however, make only a passive contribution, while Lady Mary 
Hatherley in A Heritage of Hate is almost inconsequential to the story 
evolving around her. It is these latter two women that represent the true 
images of Victorian ‘angels’.
The Examiner of Plays, Ernest A. Bendall, in his letter granting A 
Heritage of Hate a licence to perform, describes the play as a “singularly 
inept adaptation of what would seem to be a romance of the ‘London 
Journal’49 order.” He also viewed it as “hopelessly silly, but absolutely 
innocuous.”50 Despite this condemnation, the play enjoyed a successful run 
of forty-three performances at the Aldwych Theatre from 26th June 1914 until 
the outbreak of war caused it to close on 8th August. The plot is complicated, 
involving characters making false claims to aristocratic titles and an East End 
villain who murders his wife. Described as “young and pretty” in the cast list, 
Lady Mary Hatherley is an ingénue who agrees to marry the villain in order to 
save her father from disgrace and bankruptcy. Confronted by the imposter 
Earl, she sacrifices her own feelings for the man she loves and accepts his 
proposal of marriage.
49 The London Journal; and Weekly Record of Literature, Science and Art (1845 to 1906) 
was a British penny fiction weekly. It was one of the best-selling magazines of the nineteenth 
century.
50 Bendall, 1913.
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Ralph If you say one word you can lift this trouble off him.
Mary How? How?
Ralph By marrying me. It is for you to decide. Your father’s 
happiness is in your hands -  If you become my wife I’ll help 
him out of this hole -  you will both be amply provided for.
Mary ... To save my father -  I consent.
Ralph You’ll marry me?
Mary Yes, I will be your wife. It is a bargain Lord Ration -  
you will help my father, save him from ruin -  see that he 
does not have to leave Hatherley Towers if I marry you?51
Fortunately, and certainly not unexpectedly, virtue ultimately triumphs and 
Mary is saved from such a marriage; the sentiments she expresses in her 
original commitment are true to her character as angelic daughter.
The corruption of innocence was also the theme of a drama appearing at 
the Ambassador’s Theatre in July 1914. Hamilton’s The Blindness of 
Virtue52, which had premiered in London two years before, returned for 
twenty-two performances during the summer months. Originally published as 
a book in 1908, the English novelist Cosmo Hamilton (1870 -1942) adapted 
his own work into a play which was received well on both sides of the 
Atlantic53. Helen Pemberton, the mother to whom the original accolade of 
‘angel’ was attributed at the beginning of this chapter, evolves into a 
misguided weakling. Her daughter, however, conforms throughout as the 
naive ingénue, more charactersitic of the stereotype. Effie Pemberton is 
approaching her seventeenth birthday as a happy and contented girl on the 
verge of womanhood. She falls in love with her parents’ lodger and, in total 
innocence, goes to his bedroom early one morning after his return from
51 Garvice, 1913. Act II, p10.
52 Hamilton, 1912.
53 The New York Times of 3rd November 1912 described the two week run on Broadway as 
“really one of the most interesting and significant that the season has brought forth” and 
“distinctly important.” (Klauber, 1912.)
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London. Predictably, their embrace is interrupted by her father who believes 
the worst of the couple and, just as inevitably, all concludes well when Effie’s 
innocence is proven. The contrast of Effie’s virtuousness is highlighted by the 
ruse of including another Victorian stereotype, the ‘fallen woman’, in the plot. 
Born on the same day as Effie and attending the same school, the lower 
class Mary Ann is seduced by a married man who subsequently deserts her. 
Having succumbed to the corruption from which Effie’s father has so 
assiduously protected his daughter, Mary Ann provides a foil to Effie’s 
goodness. The moral of the story is clear: the reward for failed innocence is 
disaster. Mary Ann’s baby is born dead, while the pure woman is united with 
the man she loves and passes from father to husband as an ‘Angel in the 
House’. The certainty of such an outcome was a characteristic feature of 
English drama. In contrast, Sonya Serebrakoff in Chekhov’s Uncle Vanya 
demonstrates a stronger character throughout and remains unmarried at the 
end of the play. While she may appear superficially to conform to the role of 
devoted, self-sacrificial daughter, her place in the drama is more complex 
than that of her English sisters. Pro-active, rather than reactive, significant 
rather than inconsequential, Sonya is a woman of importance to the 
evolution of Chekhov’s story and a heroine rather than a stereotype. Such 
treatment of female protagonists was typical of dramas imported from the 
continent in the early years of the twentieth century. As such, they were in 
direct contrast to the majority of British dramas on offer at the time and will 
be examined in the Section Three of this investigation.
While a woman’s role as mother and daughter was regarded as 
essential for her image as an ‘angel’, the most treasured relationship for the 
Victorians was that of the wifely companion. This role is displayed in the
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central panel of Hicks’s triptych. Entitled Woman’s Mission: Companion of 
Manhood, the painting shows the same young mother from the outer panels, 
this time performing her angelic function as a comforting wife. Eliza Linton, 
the Victorian doyen of anti-feminism also describes this idealised English 
woman in her essay, “The Girl of the Period”.
[A] creature generous, capable, and modest; something 
franker than a Frenchwoman, more to be trusted than an 
Italian, as brave as an American but more refined, as 
domestic as a German and more graceful... [A] girl who, 
when she married, would be her husband’s friend and 
companion, but never his riva l... who would make his house 
his true home and place of rest54.
Similar sentiments are expressed in Emily Davies’s treatise on The Higher 
Education of Women (1866) although in this particular instant, as a feminist 
she subsequently refutes and rejects the stereotype.
The man is intended for the world, woman for the home; 
man’s strength is in the head, woman’s in the heart; the 
man’s function is to protect, woman’s to soothe and comfort; 
men must work, and women must weep55.
The wife in Hicks’s painting is portrayed as comforter, soothing her 
husband in his distress at the news he has just read within the pages of a 
black-edged letter held in his left hand. It is a domestic scene, set in a well- 
ordered, middle-class parlour. The woman is respectably dressed in a 
modest brown taffeta gown adorned with lace and her hair is neatly 
arranged. She is “feminine, supportive, and devoted” as she “sympathetically 
ministers to her husband within the orderly haven she has created for him on 
earth.”56 Despite the vulnerable situation in which the husband apparently
54 Saturday Review, 14 March 1868: p339 - 40.
55 Davies, 1866: p12.
56 Golden, 2000: p7.
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finds himself, he stands upright and covers the emotions expressed in his 
face with his right hand. The wife, however, leans against him while gazing 
into his face, thus signifying a “mixture of support and dependency ... [that] 
confirms her subordination to him.”57 Hamilton’s description of Helen 
Pemberton in The Blindness of Virtue mirrors this view of the ministering 
wife.
He found her a good listener, an invaluable lieutenant, an 
accurate, punctual, absolutely reliable, second-in-command.
Her unruffled temper, her quick intuition, her inexhaustible 
sympathy, her surprising optimism, her unconditional, 
unlimited faith, acted upon him refreshingly, fed him in his 
hungry moments, encouraged him always 8.
In literature, as we have seen, the ‘good’ nature of one woman was 
frequently highlighted by the introduction of an equally ‘bad’ female 
character. The ruse of contrasting Mary Ann (the ‘fallen woman’) with Effie 
(the ‘angel’) in The Blindness of Virtue is just one example of this. More 
often, the counterpart of the angelic heroine was the demonic female villain. 
Contrasting good and evil in the form of ‘angel’ and ‘monster’ was a common 
ploy in Victorian fiction and indeed, has been “ubiquitous throughout 
literature by men”59. Simone de Beauvoir comments that women have 
always been perceived within these polar extremes of character and it is 
society which selects the precise qualities that are appropriate to their 
ideology.
As group symbols and social types are generally defined by 
means of antonyms in pairs ...Evidently it is not reality that 
dictates to society or to individuals their choice between the 
two opposed basic categories; in every period, in each case,
57 Nead, 1988: p13.
58 Hamilton, 1908: p43.
59 Gilbert and Gubar, 2000: p17.
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society and the individual decide in accordance with their 
needs. Very often they project into the myth adopted the 
institutions and values to which they adhere....This is the lot 
assigned to woman in the patriarchate...60
Victorian patriarchal society chose to counterbalance the angelic wife with 
the evil and demonic villainess. Kate Millett observed that part of Victorian 
sexual myth was that the “virtuous maiden relies for her very existence on 
that spectral figure of the temptress which is her complement in the period’s 
dichotomous literary fantasy”61. The strategy was particularly successful on 
the stage as it gave writers the opportunity to portray women beyond the 
single dimension of the passive victim, allowing her to take on a role which 
was active or pro-active. This “titillating alliance between Beauty and Beast” 
provided great opportunity for spectacle which could be exploited through the 
visual medium62. Audiences publicly enjoyed the thrill of voyeurism, while 
maintaining their respectability. As long as good triumphed over evil, the 
Victorian sensibilities could remain untroubled at the display of feminine 
behaviour at odds with the ideal they so assiduously cherished.
As already discussed, by 1914 the Victorian image of domesticity was 
becoming a quaint, historical anachronism. Despite this, the angelic wife still 
managed to find a place on the London stage. Two plays that illustrated this 
idealised construct of womanhood best, however, were both written at the 
time when Victorian audiences would have felt more comfortable with the 
stereotype. Oscar Wilde’s An Ideal Husband (1895) and Victorien Sardou’s 
Diplomacy (1877) were popular revivals in 1914 after absences of two 
decades. Wilde and Sardou’s plays provide almost identical situations,
60 De Beauvoir, 1997: p284.
61 Millett, 1973: p121.
62 Auerbach, 1982: p66.
[123]
Victorian Womanhood on the London Stage: ‘Angels’ and ‘Demons’
circumstances and outcomes for the ‘angelV'demon’ women created by 
these two canonical dramatists.
Wilde’s ‘angel’ appears in the form of Lady Chiltern, the adoring wife of 
the ‘ideal husband’ of the play’s title. Her nemesis is Mrs. Cheveley, an 
enemy from her schooldays who arrives at the Chiltern’s house for a dinner 
party as the companion of one of the invited guests. The initial interaction 
that takes place between the two women immediately sets the tone for the 
antagonistic relationship.
Mrs. Cheveley ... I find that I know Lady Chiltern already....
She has just reminded me that we were at school together. I 
remember it perfectly now. She always got the good conduct 
prize. I have a distinct recollection of Lady Chiltern always 
getting the good conduct prize!
Sir Robert Chiltern {smiling) And what prizes did you get,
Mrs. Cheveley?
Mrs. Cheveley My prizes came later in life. I don’t think any 
of them were for good conduct. I forget!63
Wilde’s descriptions of these two women in the stage directions for his play 
reveal the disparity between the two women. Lady Chiltern is simply “a 
woman of grave Greek beauty, about twenty-seven years of age”64 whereas 
Mrs. Cheveley receives a much fuller external characterisation.
Mrs. Cheveley ... is tall and rather slight. Lips very thin and 
highly-coloured, a line of scarlet on a pallid face. Venetian 
red hair, aquiline nose, and long throat. Rouge accentuates 
the natural paleness of her complexion. Grey-green eyes that 
move restlessly. She is in heliotrope, with diamonds. She 
looks rather like an orchid, and makes great demands on 
one’s curiosity. In all her movements she is extremely 
graceful. A work of art, on the whole, but showing the 
influence of too many schools65.
63 Wilde, 2000: p5.
64 Ibid: p1.
65 Ibid: p3.
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Such a description clearly pandered to the voyeuristic pleasure of the male- 
focussed audience. After the dinner party Lady Chiltern shares her childhood 
memories of Mrs. Cheveley with her husband.
Lady Chiltern Robert, I know this woman. You don’t. We 
were at school together. She was untruthful, dishonest, an 
evil influence on everyone whose trust or friendship she 
could win. I hated, I despised her. She stole things, she was 
a thief. She was sent away for being a thief.
Sir Robert Chiltern ... Mrs. Cheveley may have changed 
since then. No one should be judged by their past.
Lady Chiltern {sadly) One’s past is what one is. It is the only 
way by which people should be judged66.
Unaware that her husband -  a Member of Parliament and a Government 
Minister -  is being blackmailed by Mrs. Cheveley, Lady Chiltern shows her 
angelic support for him as he appears to act out of character in proposing to 
support a “scandalous scheme of hers”67 in Parliament.
Lady Chiltern Robert, men can love what is beneath them -  
things, unworthy, stained, dishonoured. We women worship 
when we love; and when we lose our worship, we lose 
everything....
Sir Robert Chiltern Gertrude! [...]
Lady Chiltern ... Robert, love gives one an instinct to things.
I feel tonight I have saved you from something that might 
have made men honour you less than they do...68
Robert Chiltern describes his wife as “perfect”69; he is too terrified to admit 
his former misdeeds and thus risk losing her. Her sister-in-law, Mabel 
Chiltern, describes her as having a “noble, self-sacrificing character”70. On 
learning the nature of her husband’s crimes in the past, Lady Chiltern’s world
66 Ibid: p20 -1 .
67 Ibid: p22.
68 Ibid.
69 Ibid: p24.
70 Ibid: p35.
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is shattered and the confrontation with him elicits a response that gives some 
indication of the male attitude to the angelic wife.
Lady Chiltern No, don't speak! Say nothing! Your voice 
wakes terrible memories.... how I worshipped you! You were 
to me something apart from common life, a thing pure, noble, 
honest, without stain. The world seemed to me finer because 
you were in it, and goodness more real because you lived...
Sir Robert Chiltern There was your mistake. There was 
your error. The error all women commit. Why can’t you 
women love us, faults and all? ... What you are making of us 
is false idols merely. You made your false idol of me, and I 
had not the courage to come down, show you my wounds, 
tell you my weaknesses ... Let women make no more ideals 
of men!... or they may ruin their lives as completely as you ... 
have ruined mine!71
Chiltern’s fear of exposing his emotional weaknesses to his wife is 
reminiscent of Hicks’s painting in which the bereaved husband hides his face 
with his right hand to prevent his wife from seeing his vulnerability. To 
Chiltern, his wife is “pitiless in her perfection”72 and “the white image of all 
good things”73 while the evil Mrs. Cheveley is “vile, an infamous thing ... 
corrupt and shameful”74. The contrast between the two women creates a 
balance within the play while, at the same time, exploiting the individual 
characteristics of their stereotypes. An almost identical relationship and 
situation occurs in Victorien Sardou’s drama, Diplomacy, although the 
French playwright is less forthcoming with descriptions of his characters.
The text of the play provides clues to the personalities of the female 
protagonists. Dora, the unmarried daughter of the financially embarrassed 
Marquise de Rio-Zarès, longs to fall in love and marry the man of her
71 Ibid: p43 - 4.
72 Ibid: p53.
73 Ibid: p77.
74 Ibid: p55.
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dreams. Unlike her demonic counterpart, Countess Zicka, she is unwilling to 
sacrifice her virtue, however impoverished she and her family have become. 
Her rival describes her as a person of “[m]arvellous innocence!”75
Dora I am a plaything; a toy, a doll to be dressed up, and 
then thrown aside; because my bread is bran and my dowry 
saw dust... They will write me verses -  they will bring me 
flowers -  they will pay me homage -  they will die of love -  
but it is a lover’s love and not a husband’s. Oh mother! If the 
world were different; if honest men married good women 
without fortunes; I feel that I could be so pure, so tender, so 
devoted. If ever I find a man who can love me for myself 
alone, how I would love him.
Marquise Without such love as this there may be happiness.
You will be rich, Dora, I know it....
Dora I know what I would rather be.... The wife of my 
husband, the mother of my children76.
Having found the ideal man in Julian Beauclerc, Dora initially rejects his 
proposal, mistakenly believing that he is asking her to be his mistress. When 
the truth is revealed that he is asking her to marry him, her response is 
ecstatic. She tells him: “You shall never regret this day. Oh, Julian, I will love 
you, I will worship you! I will return you all the happiness you have given 
me.”77 She is unaware, however, of her future husband’s former relationship 
with the Countess Zicka; a woman she innocently believes to be her friend. 
The Times draws the contrast between the two women in the 1893 
production, noting that Dora is “full of girlish simplicity and trust” while the 
actress who plays Zicka embodies “all the craft and subtlety of the 
fashionable cosmopolitan adventuress”78. The audience is soon acquainted 
with the true status of Julian’s association with Zicka in his conversations first
75 Sardou and Kobatake, 1999: p104.
76 Ibid: p99 - 100.
77 Ibid: p107.
78 The Times, 20 February 1893: p11.
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with the lady herself then with his brother Henry Beauclerc.
Julian My dear Comtesse! I didn’t see you.
Zicka You never do now, your eyes are always elsewhere.
Julian They were restless because they did not light on you.
Zicka No compliments, Julian. I loved them once!
Beauclerc (to Julian) Is that the women who nursed you “like 
an angel when you were down with a fever”?
Julian Yes. How serious you look!
Beauclerc To me the Countess looks less angelic than 
dangerous. If I am any judge she is a woman of character 
and determination79.
In a later scene, Zicka uses a traditional excuse for her villainy, when she 
complains: “Had I been as fortunate as [Dora], I might have been as good. If 
she had been trampled on like me, she might have sunk as low.”80 Just as 
Zicka has been thwarted in love when she is rejected by Julian Beauclerc, so 
Mrs. Cheveley in An Ideal Husband blames some of her misfortunes on the 
unrequited love she has for Lord Goring. Her attempts to blackmail the 
unfortunate Goring into marriage are met with further rejection as he refuses 
to make this “self-sacrifice”81.
Every indication is given that all four women in these plays are attractive 
and not markedly dissimilar in outward appearance. The ‘demons’ do not 
carry any obvious indication of their nature, apart from a propensity for 
wearing “far too much rouge” and “not quite enough clothes”82. Nor do the 
‘angels’ appear overtly virtuous. Auerbach comments that “female demons 
bear an eerie resemblance to their angelic counterparts, though 
characteristics that are suggestively implicit in the angel come to the fore in
79— , 1999: p103.
80 Ibid: p110.
81 Wilde, 2000: p58.
82 Ibid.
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the demon.” She concludes that in “Victorian literature female demons often 
assume this broader identity”83. Thus it is only through their subsequent 
actions that we learn the true natures of Mrs. Cheveley and Countess Zicka.
As events unfold in Diplomacy Countess Zicka deceives, steals and acts 
in a truly duplicitous fashion. She is the archetypical villainess who gives 
herself away by the over-use of her distinctive Lotus Bloom perfume which 
lingers on the stolen papers. She is eventually tricked into confession. In the 
final scene Dora forgives Zicka and the husband who had so readily believed 
her to be guilty, thus displaying the qualities of an ‘angel’.
Zicka ... Rejoice if you will, at the degradation of one who 
has been as good as any of you here. A wicked woman who 
has been trapped and caught.... Julian, forgive me or I shall 
die. (Sinks on her knees in front of desk)
Dora (advancing to her) Zicka I forgive. (Zicka does not 
heed her)
Zicka Julian, can you never forgive?
Julian (sternly) Yes; when I forget....
Julian Dora, can you pardon me?
Dora Julian! (They embrace.)84
Similarly, Mrs. Cheveley in An Ideal Husband \s found out as a 
blackmailer and thief when her former lover, Lord Goring, extracts the truth 
from her. While the villain is suitably punished, the climax of the play sees 
the angelic wife returning once again to her place as supporter of her 
husband. In order to prevent her from persuading her husband from standing 
down from Parliament and declining a position in the Cabinet, Lord Goring 
resorts to the kind of patriarchal persuasion so typical of the Victorian era.
His speech reinforces the hegemony of male-female relationships so
83 Auerbach, 1982: p75.
84 Sardou and Kobatake, 1999: p164 - 5.
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necessary for the functioning of Victorian society.
Lord Goring ... Women are not meant to judge us, but to 
forgive us when we need forgiveness. Pardon, not 
punishment, is their mission... A man’s life is of more value 
than a woman’s. It has larger issues, wider scope, greater 
ambitions. A woman’s life revolves in curves of emotions. It is 
upon lines of intellect that man’s life progresses... A woman 
who can keep a man’s love, and love him in return, has done 
all the world wants of women, or should want of them85.
Audiences in 1914 may not have wholeheartedly endorsed such 
anachronistic sentiments but, in the context of a Victorian drama, these 
views were nostalgic of a former era.
As has been seen, Sardou’s Diplomacy and Wilde’s An Ideal Husband 
present similar formats plots and characterisations, conforming to the genre 
so beloved of the Edwardians, the ‘well-made play’. The angelic Dora and 
Lady Chiltern both suffer the temporary misfortunes of being thought guilty of 
crimes. Dora is mistakenly accused of stealing diplomatic papers and of 
betrayal while Lady Chiltern is falsely implicated by Mrs. Cheveley in an 
adulterous liaison. Both are revealed as innocents by the end of the plays 
and all ends on a happy note for those that deserve such justice. The 
‘demons’ are punished and the ‘angels’ are rewarded, predictably, by taking 
their place once again in the arms of their husbands. The two plays also 
shared remarkable popularity when they were performed in the twentieth 
century. Why would two London theatre managers in 1914 choose to revive 
this pair of archetypical Victorian dramas after twenty years? There are 
several possible answers to this question but the reality almost certainly lies 
in the commercial viability of such plays. By the outbreak of the First World 
War and nearly twenty years after his disgrace, Wilde had become a “mythic
85 Wilde, 2000: p74.
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figure: to some, a demon; to others, a saint.”86 He had turned into a cultural 
icon and his plays held significant curiosity value87, thanks to the voyeuristic 
preponderance of hypocritical middle-class audiences drawn by Wilde’s 
reputation as a homosexual. By 1914, Wilde had been dead for fourteen 
years and the legacy of his wit and brilliance lay within his theatrical works. 
While society did not condone homosexuality, it was able to turn a blind eye 
to Wilde’s indiscretions and to take a ‘liberal’ attitude to his plays. The 
certainty of a commercial success went a long way to overcoming managers’ 
personal prejudices at a time when England was in a state of political and 
social uncertainty. Indeed, The Times referred to the revival as “an entirely 
natural thing” for Sir George Alexander, the theatre manager, to undertake88. 
Starting its run at St James’s Theatre in May, it closed at the end of July after 
seventy-seven performances and at a time when rumours of war 
abounded89. Similarly, Sardou’s Diplomacy had provided managers with 
guaranteed success before. Its run in 1914 achieved the rare accolade of 
royal approval in February with a ‘Command’ performance at Windsor 
Castle90. An extensive run of 462 performances -  making it the third most 
popular play at the time in the West End91 -  vindicated their choice.
86 Hoare, 1997: p15.
87 Apart from a solitary performance at the Imperial Theatre in Victoria in 1907 -  a theatre 
that closed forever only six months later -  Wilde’s An Ideal Husband was last seen on the 
London stage in spring 1895. Premiering that year, the play enjoyed a highly successful four 
month run at the Haymarket and Criterion Theatres. The final performance on 27th April
1895 came the day after Oscar Wilde’s first trial for ‘gross indecency’ opened at the Old 
Bailey and London theatres discontinued their support for any of his plays.
88 The Times, 15 May 1914: p10.
89 The theatre remained closed for business for two months until pressure -  both commercial 
and from audiences -  persuaded the manager to reopen in September 1914.
90 Premiering in 1878 at the Prince of Wales’s Theatre, the revival in 1893 drew the 
prominent actress, Lady Bancroft, out of her eight year retirement to act alongside her 
husband, Squire Bancroft. A run of 174 performances during 1893 attested to the popularity 
of the play at the end of the nineteenth century and certainly helped the manager of
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The construct of the stereotype of the ‘angel’, together with her antonym, 
the ‘demon’, appeared repeatedly on the London stage in 1914, but her 
presence was not overwhelmingly obvious. In general, her role in the new 
plays was confined to supporting the plot rather than making any major 
contribution. English writers and adapters -  all male -  relegated her as loving 
mother, supporting wife or obedient daughter, in line with the portraits in 
Hicks’s Victorian paintings Woman’s Mission. Her image remained entirely 
Victorian and authors failed to capitalise on any potential variation of the 
theme. That the ‘angel’ continued to play a part in twentieth-century drama is 
a testimony to her tenacity in the minds of the theatre-going public. As 
Auerbach observes:
It is commonly assumed that Victorian patriarchs disposed of 
their women by making myths of them; but then as now 
social mythology had an unpredictable life of its own, slyly 
empowering the subjects it seemed to reduce.... When 
properly understood, the angel in the house... is too strong 
and interesting a creature for us to kill92.
In 1914 British male playwrights, together with the eminently acceptable 
French writer, Victorien Sardou, provided the majority of commercially staged 
dramas in London. Secure in their expression of traditional ideologies that 
pleased audiences, they perpetuated the myths of womanhood so beloved of 
their Victorian forebears. Most sacred of these stereotypes was the ‘angel’ 
and her continued presence in popular plays, at a time when women were
Wyndham’s and later the Prince of Wales’s Theatres in their decision to revive it during
1913.
91 Only two other plays produced during 1914 achieved more performances. Arnold 
Bennett’s The Great Adventure ran for 674 performances from March 1913 until November 
1914 at the Kingsway Theatre. Lechmere Worrall’s The Man Who Stayed at Home 
premiered at the Royalty Theatre in December 1914. A play about army recruitment, white 
feathers and foreign spies, its value as propaganda was obvious. Enjoying 586 
performances at the height of war, it finally closed in March 1916.
92 Auerbach, 1981: p281 -2 .
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actively questioning their subservient role in society, reflected the patriarchal 
dominance of those in control of London’s theatres. Representing the 
stability and order of the previous century, the predominantly male 
Establishment applauded and sentimentalised her existence, despite the 
inaccuracy of her imagery.
That two prominent playwrights, from opposite sides of the English 
Channel, should write plays with almost identical themes and female 
characterisation demonstrates the shared ideologies of the two societies. At 
a time when Britain and France were the greatest powers in the world, the 
conservatism and nostalgia of the dramas performed in London suggests 
cautiousness on behalf of theatre managers. The decline of both Empires 
was imminent and the selection of plays that expressed the sentiments of a 
bygone era provided reassurance for a society in a state of flux. The 
popularity and commercial success of the two plays, Wilde’s An Ideal 
Husband and Sardou’s Diplomacy, in 1914, was a function of their familiarity. 
As such, the French drama conformed to English expectations, unlike those 
imported from other European countries. French plays often included female 
protagonists that shared the characteristics of the stereotypes valued by 
Victorian society in England. The next chapter will examine the dramas by 
French writers that succeeded in achieving performances in London in 1914.
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Chapter Four: French Dramas for British Audiences
The relationship of Britain to other countries at the turn of the nineteenth 
century was complex. On the one hand, the Establishment maintained a 
chauvinistic and proprietorial stance towards its Empire. The majority of 
English men (and women) regarded themselves as superior to their 
neighbours and thus distanced themselves from overseas influences. In 
contrast, awareness of the cultural output of exotic, overseas countries was 
at a zenith. The art, literature and even fashion emerging from countries such 
as Russia tantalised and provoked a society that had formerly rejected as 
inferior anything that wasn’t British. France, however, as Britain’s nearest 
neighbour, maintained an anomolous position in the minds of the fiercely 
nationalistic English. How did this peculiar relationship manifest itself in the 
theatres of Edwardian London?
The importation of foreign plays into Edwardian England was both highly 
selective and characteristic of a nation that prided itself on its tradition of 
Empire and patriarchy. The creative efforts generated by societies sharing 
similar ideologies met favourable receptions, whereas those from ‘unfamiliar’ 
countries were regarded with suspicion. The success of Sardou’s Diplomacy, 
on the London stage in 1914, continued the long tradition of English 
predeliction for French plays. As the most widely performed and arguably the 
“most successful playwright in the English theatre” between 1860 and 18901, 
Victorien Sardou may seem a surprising choice for the chauvinistic British 
Establishment. English adaptations and translations of French plays,
1 Rowell, 1976: p33.
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however, had been popular in the West End for centuries. Charles II, upon 
his restoration in 1660, brought with him the theatrical techniques and 
fashions of France which found receptive audiences in London theatres. By 
the end of the nineteenth century, French farces and their English 
equivalents, were commonplace and popular. Their commercial success 
generated little or no incentive for British playwrights to use their creative 
abilities outside the tried and tested formulae that encouraged audiences to 
choose one particular theatre’s offering over its neighbour. The majority of 
the play-going public was content with “degenerate romanticism, the artifices 
of the well-made play, and the exaggerations of melodrama.”2 English 
versions and adaptations of French dramas were particularly popular with 
theatre owners, who paid translators significantly less than playwrights, thus 
saving money on the cost of the script and increasing their profits. Managers 
frequently encouraged writers to “pillage from the Paris repertoire.”3 In 1908 
an Italian commentator, Mario Borsa, complained that English drama bore no 
resemblance to life outside the theatre4 and still offered Anglicised versions 
of the ‘well-made plays’ of the French dramatists, Eugène Scribe (1791 -  
1861) and Victorien Sardou (1831 -  1908)5.
[I]t is no wonder that all that is artificial, absurd, 
commonplace, spectacular, and puerile is rampant upon 
the English stage; that theatrical wares are standardized 
like all other articles of trade; tha t... plays are constructed 
each according to its own particular formula6.
2 Woodfield, 1984: p18.
3 Rowell, 1976: p33.
4 Borsa, 1908: p54.
5 Ibid: p51.
6 Ibid: p48.
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As discussed in the previous chapter, Sardou’s Dora (1877), playing 
under the title Diplomacy (1878)7, achieved considerable commercial 
success in London during the second decade of the twentieth century8. By 
conforming to the expectations of the conservative London audience, this 
French, drawing-room drama ensured its popularity. First performed in 
London in 1878 and successfully revived during the 1890s, Diplomacy 
epitomised traditional, Victorian attitudes. The play was not without its 
controversy, however, although this related to the French author’s antipathy 
to his English translators: Sardou took exception to ‘Mr. Bolton Rowe and Mr. 
Saville Rowe’ (later revealed to be Clement Scott, the famous critic of The 
Daily Telegraph and B.C. Stephenson, the librettist) combining the first two 
acts into one. The Frenchman accused the English pair of ‘butchering’ his 
work, although the resultant play went on to considerable acclaim, netting 
him a substantial sum of money. Mrs. Clement Scott, in her memoirs, recalls 
how “one of the adaptors” (presumably her husband) referred to Sardou in 
derogatory terms in an article, stating that:
French authors are absolutely ignorant of the requirements of 
the English stage; they know nothing about it, and no French 
play has succeeded in this country until it has been altered 
and moulded by an experienced English writer9.
7 The name change was necessitated by the existence of a stage adaptation of Alfred 
Tennyson’s poem, Dora (1842) which was staged at Adelphi Theatre in 1866.
8 Diplomacy was performed at Wyndham’s Theatre (capacity 890 people) from 26th March 
1913 until 18th April 1914. It then transferred to the, even larger, Prince of Wales’s Theatre 
(capacity 1052) until 9th May 1914. Its 462 performances were supplemented on 2n 
February 1914 by a Command Performance at Windsor Castle for King George V, Queen 
Mary and several Princes and Princesses, both English and foreign. The remainder of the 
200-strong audience in the Waterloo Chamber was made up by members of the aristocracy 
and the Times reported: “The performance proved very successful, and there was more 
applause than is usual on such occasions.” (The Times, 27 March 1913: p8.)
9 Scott, 1919: p212.
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Clearly, the entente cordiale between the English contributors to theatrical 
performance and their French counterparts only extended as far as the 
plagiary and exploitation of French ideas. The wholesale importation of such 
works from the continent, in their original form, was regarded as 
unacceptable to British sensibilities. Furthermore, theatre managers were 
highly selective in their choice of French entertainment, relying either on the 
voyeuristic appeal of light-weight farces or the high-brow dramas that 
reinforced English values. As discussed in Chapter Three, Victorian Sardou’s 
use of female stereotypes in Diplomacy, was classic in rendition, relying on 
the archetypical ‘angel’ (Dora) and ‘demon’ (Countess Zicka). Dora’s 
proclamation in Act One: “I know what I would rather be .... [t]he wife of my 
husband, the mother of my children”10 might have been voiced by any of her 
English sisters in dramas by British playwrights.
That a French play should enjoy such success in London at a time of 
political uncertainty in Europe was characteristic of audiences in 1914.
France was an ally; Germany was an enemy. Of particular relevance is the 
change of nationality of the villain, Baron Stein in the twentieth century 
production of Diplomacy. As The Times reports after the first night in 1913:
An excellent revival of a typical Sardou play, with everything 
brought up to date -  telephones, motor-cars, substitution of 
German for Russian bug-bear, and King George’s picture on 
the British Embassy wall.11
This is in direct contrast to the report that featured in The Era after the earlier 
performance in 1878, which went to great pains to distance the drama from 
any politically sensitive issues.
10 Sardou and Kobatake, 1999: p99 - 100.
11 The Times, 27 March 1913: p8.
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It may be well at this moment... to remove the erroneous 
impression that, in Sardou’s [Diplomacy], there is the 
slightest allusion to the conflict between France and 
Germany ... The document stolen in the French play is not 
even remotely connected with ‘Germany,’ or with any feeling 
between that country and France.... Sardou was particularly 
careful to make no allusions to Germany whatever12.
Twentieth-century audiences concentrated their national prejudices on the 
enemy of the time, while distancing themselves from the gender stereotypes 
exploited within the play.
Although Diplomacy achieved considerable success, other minor French 
works were also available to the discerning London theatre-goer in 1914.
The Incorporated Stage Society produced the “English approximation to a 
French original”13 of La Comédie de Celui qui Épousa une Femme Muette 
(1913) by Anatole France (1844 -  1924), translated by Ashley Dukes as The 
Comedy of Man who Married a Dumb Wife. The two act “rollicking farce- 
comedy”14 was first performed in March 1912 at the Cafe Voltaire in Paris 
and the premiere of the English version took place at the Haymarket Theatre 
in February 1914. This exercise in “buffoonery”15 is only worthy of mention 
here because of its crass portrayal of a wife at a time when women had 
made such enormous progress in changing social attitudes to marriage. The 
plot is childishly simple, involving a Judge who is tormented by his wife’s 
silence. He arranges for a surgeon to operate to release her tongue, then 
becomes equally tormented by her resultant verbosity, proclaiming:
12 The Era, 20 January 1878: p6.
13 The Times, 2 September 1914: p2.
14 France, 1915: p14.
15— , 1925: pix.
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How I sigh for the time when Catherine was mute! Nature 
has no scourge more fearful than a chatterbox16.
Unable to return his wife to her 'dumb' state, the doctor gives the Judge 
powders to put in his ears that make him permanently deaf.
By setting the play in fifteenth century Paris, the author distanced himself 
from contemporary society and thus excused the attitudes of his 
protagonists. That the play avoided any apparent outcry from Edwardian 
women at the time is perhaps a reflection of its lack of publicity, private 
viewing and short exposure in 1914. Indeed, The World reported that the 
play “was French comedy of the right sort, and was very well received.”17 
The reviewer in The Times reserved his criticism for the dynamics of the 
production and ignored the social implications of the exaggerated 
stereotyping of the wife, first as a voiceless chattel and then as a scolding 
monster. His comments regarding the French translation, however, reveal 
something of the disparity between commercial and intellectual theatre at the 
time.
Why translate Anatole France for the Stage Society?
Translations from the French are concessions to the general, 
or unlettered, public; but the Stage Society prides itself on 
being, if not exactly a learned body, at any rate a band of 
cultured persons, and we should as soon suspect such 
persons of dropping their h’s as of not understanding the 
French language. Of course French players would have been 
needed ... but the number of French performers in London 
shows that these can easily be procured18.
16 Ibid: p50.
The translation by Ashley Dukes, subsequently published in 1925, was used for the stage 
production at the Haymarket Theatre in February 1914. The original French was: “[C]ombien 
je regrette le temps où Catherine était muette. Non! La nature n’a pas de fléau plus terrible 
qu’une femme bavarde.” (France, 1913: p46 - 7.)
The American version of 1915 uses the phrase “rattle-tongued female” (France, 1915: p74.)
17 The World, 24 February 1914.
18 The Times, 2 September 1914: p2.
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Although many French ‘performers’ were visiting London in 1914, 
commercial theatre managers continued to select their plays from the safe 
options provided by British writers and by English adaptations of French 
plays. Dramas such as Sardou’s Diplomacy and France’s The Dumb Wife 
used female characters that conformed to the stereotypical imagery of the 
submissive wife.
A similar role was allotted to the female protagonist, Henriette Dupont, 
in Eugene Brieux’s (1858 -  1932) controversial social drama Damaged 
Goods (1911).Translated from the French, Les Avariés, (1902) by John 
Pollock, the first London performance of the play was given privately by the 
Authors’ Producing Society under the auspices of the Society for Race 
Betterment19. This premiere and two further matinée performances took 
place at the Little Theatre during February 1914. Bernard Shaw, writing in 
1909 in the preface to the publication of Three Plays byBrieux, describes 
how Damaged Goods tackles “the most unmentionable subject of all: the 
subject of the diseases that are supposed to be the punishment of profligate 
men and worthless women.”20 Despite being performed under the auspices 
of a private theatre society, the play presents conventional male-female 
relationships in keeping with other plays imported from France.
19 Having been refused a licence for public performance by the censor, each copy of the 
1914 programme included a note addressed to the purchaser, entreating them to petition the 
Lord Chamberlain. Members of the audience were encouraged to sign the slip of paper 
provided and pass it on to the relevant office, thus putting pressure on the censor. It is 
uncertain whether this strategy influenced the eventual outcome. Indeed, it is more likely that 
the outbreak of war six months later, with resultant public concerns for the welfare of English 
troops abroad, was more significant. A licence was eventually granted, however, and 
performances in 1917 and 1918 were used as propaganda and education, under the guise 
of entertainment, for soldiers at home on leave from the front.
20 Brieux, 1911: pXLV.
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Act One of the play takes place in a doctor’s consulting room, where the 
hero, George Dupont, learns that he has contracted syphilis. As he is due to 
marry his cousin -  the angelic Henriette -  this knowledge precipitates a crisis 
that threatens his immediate plans. The doctor attempts to persuade him not 
to marry, or at least to wait for three or four years until any treatment can be 
effective. George is aghast at the prospect of losing both his fiancée and the 
accompanying dowry, which he has already committed to the purchase of a 
notary’s practice. Frightened of the wrath of his own family and particularly of 
Henrietta’s father, George pleads for understanding from the doctor, who has 
told him that to marry and have children would be the equivalent of a criminal 
act. Despite this, the young man only defers his wedding and in Act Two 
Henriette and George have been married a year and the couple have 
produced a child. The infant, however, is sickly and it is apparent that the 
doctor’s predictions have been realised. Deferring to George’s wishes, the 
young wife sends the baby away to live in the countryside, accompanied by a 
nurse.
Henriette Perhaps after all we should have done better to 
keep baby with us
George Oh, are you going to begin again?
Henriette No, no. Don’t scold. I know the air of Paris didn’t 
suit her.
George You still think the dust of my papers was better for 
her than the air of the country.
Henriette {laughing) No; I don’t... Don’t tease. I know you 
are right21.
Henriette sacrifices her maternal instincts and emotions in favour of her 
child’s welfare; she offers sentimental descriptions of her love for the child
21 Ibid: p202.
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and for her husband. This is the opportunity for the audience to learn that, 
against the doctor’s advice, George only delayed his wedding to Henriette for 
six months, under the pretext of ‘some bronchial trouble’22. In total, this 
conversation lasts for approximately six of the sixty-three pages of the script 
and is Henrietta’s sole contribution to the plot. Her only other appearance 
takes place at the end of the same act when she enters the room and 
overhears the argument between George and the nurse. During this she 
learns of her daughter’s imminent death from the “beastly disease that 
[George] caught from some woman of the streets.”23 Her response is to fall to 
the ground in a fit of nervous sobbing and the character contributes nothing 
further to the progress of events on the stage. Thus, Henriette Dupont 
appears rarely in the play, despite her significant position as mother of the 
afflicted child and wife of the central character. Her presence is conspicuous 
by its absence in that she is subsequently only referred to in relationship to 
her father and husband. In this she conforms to the passive, docile behaviour 
expected of the ‘angel in the house’.
Madame Dupont, George’s mother, takes control of the child’s welfare, 
omitting to mention her daughter-in-law at all throughout the play, thus 
accentuating Hernriette’s subsidiary role. As such, this particular character 
countermands the conventional portrayal of subservient womanhood and is 
one of the few examples of a woman behaving outside the bounds of 
tradition. It is perhaps relevant that such a strong, dynamic portrayal was 
penned by a Frenchman and not by a British author. Indeed, Madame 
Dupont’s role seems to be to act as mouthpiece and support for her errant
22 Ibid: p204.
23 Ibid: p225.
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son. George’s apparent concerns for his wife’s mental anguish are 
unconvincing and the damage he may have done to her health do not seem 
to enter his consideration; he appears more worried about her finding out the 
truth of his guilt. His only reference to his wife is when speaking to the doctor 
in Act Two as he petitions him for his silence.
George There is one thing I would like to ask you. Could you 
contrive that no one — my wife — should know what has 
happened? If my poor wife knew that it was I who was the 
cause -  it is for her sake that I beg you. She is not to 
blame24.
In Act Three Henriette’s life has come under the control of her father, 
Loches, who appears to have taken total charge of her situation. Speaking to 
the same doctor, he outlines his plans for her future.
Loches ... I shall not trouble you with the plans of vengeance 
I formed yesterday, when my poor daughter fled to me with
her child in her arms after the revelation that you know It is
abominable! My daughter! A girl of twenty-two! Twenty-two!
Doctor I understand and respect your feelings; but believe 
me, you are not in a fit state to form any decision at this 
moment.
Loches (with an effort) Yes, yes: I will command myself. All 
last night I spent in profound reflection, and ... this is the 
conclusion to which I have come in conjunction with my 
daughter: we desire to obtain a divorce as soon as 
possible25.
In the spirit of the dominant Victorian ideology, the father inflicts his 
patriarchal control upon his daughter and she is given no choice but to 
sacrifice her marriage. Loches even states categorically to the doctor that his 
daughter “will never marry again”26. At no time does she express her views 
and opinions within the text of the play and she is relegated to a pawn in the
24 Ibid: p209.
25 Ibid: p228.
26 Ibid: p229.
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hands of her husband and father. Such a reversion is in keeping with de 
Beauvoir’s observation of women generally that “[s]hut up in her flesh, her 
home, she sees herself as passive before these gods with human faces who 
set goals and establish values.” Henriette has become the ‘eternal child’27.
When the doctor refuses to give him a certificate stating the nature of 
George’s disease for use in the divorce proceedings, Loches’ outburst is 
telling of his attitude to his daughter.
Loches ... So the law provides no arms against the man who 
takes an innocent, confiding young girl in sound health, 
knowingly befouls her with the heritage of his debauchery, 
and makes her mother of a wretched mite... This man has 
inflicted on his wife the supreme insult, the most odious 
degradation....He has smirched my daughter’s imagination as 
he has tarnished her body...He has struck her physically and 
morally, in her dignity and her modesty, in her love and in her 
child. He has hurled her into the depths of shame28.
The innocent mother is besmirched, tarnished and shamed through no fault 
of her own. She has paid the ultimate self-sacrifice - a fate in keeping with 
her Victorian stereotype as the martyred ‘angel’. That a play regarded as 
both controversial and elitist should portray its main female protagonist in 
such as light, demonstrated the deeply rooted prejudices of Edwardian 
society. The image of women, even in 1914, continued to be shaped by the 
social values of the former generation. Of the French dramas staged in 
London in 1914, perhaps the one that demonstrated the social status of 
women best was L’Assaut (1912) by Henri Bernstein (1876 -  1953)29,
27 De Beauvoir, 1997: p609.
28 Brieux, 1911: p229.
29 Born in Romania, Henri Bernstein was a naturalised French citizen. He fought for his 
adopted country in the First World War, volunteering for military service in the summer of
1914.Despite being offered a ‘safe’ posting, as the French Government usually did for its 
famous authors, he chose a posting with the Flying Corps at Salonika, where he 
distinguished himself (The New York Times, 18 November 1917: pX9.)
[144]
Victorian Womanhood on the London Stage: French Dramas for British Audiences
translated as The Attack. As a commercially successful30, contemporary 
three act drama, it had none of the excuses for portraying women as 
secondary and insignificant characters that might be attributed to similar 
French productions. While it could be argued that D/p/omacy depicted a 
bygone society, The Dumb Wife was ironic and Damaged Goods needed to 
concentrate on the social implications of syphilis in order to inform its 
audience, The Attack, when it was performed in 1914, was a direct 
commentary on attitudes of the day.
Ironically, Bernstein’s play was translated into English by George 
Egerton (Mary Chavelita Dunne, 1859 -1945), one of the foremost New 
Women of the age31. An ardent feminist and “one of the most sexually- 
charged of the New Women writers”32, Egerton was a highly influential author 
of short stories but less successful as a novelist, playwright and translator. In 
her own writing, Egerton “attempted to break away from masculine models 
and plot conventions, and to write boldly about woman’s ‘nature’ which she 
saw as intuitive and wild.”33 Her thoughts regarding the text of L’Assaut are 
unknown but the lackadaisical treatment of the women characters by the 
male author must have countered everything in which she believed. From the 
outset, the play depicts the two female protagonists in a domestic setting and 
as secondary to the action of the story. The curtain rises on the opulent 
drawing room of a country house in France. The men are seated after lunch,
30 Following its premier at the Theatre Royal in Manchester in November 1913, The Attack 
transferred to London’s St James’s Theatre on 1st January 1914. After nine weeks and 64 
performances the play closed on 28th February 1914.
31 At the age of 27, Egerton eloped to Norway with an alcoholic bigamist. Her subsequent 
two marriages ended in divorce and widowhood and she embarked on numerous love 
affairs. Sexually free and independent, she epitomised the ‘fast’ New Woman parodied by 
critics and cartoonists (Ledger, 2006: pix.)
32 Showalter, 1993: pxii.
33 Ibid: pxiii.
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discussing the naming of a new political party. The daughter of the 
household, Georgette Méritai, and her friend Renée de Rould, are serving 
coffee to the men. Their place within the framework of the drama is already 
apparent as neither girl contributes to the ‘serious’ conversation and their 
function is seen solely in terms of the frivolous or domestic.
Georgette {Going to Garancier with a cup of coffee) The
Conciliation Party! Splendid. All the members would be
Conciliators, and Father would be the Grand Conciliator.
Daniel My dear Georgette, we are talking seriously.
Georgette Sorry! {Offers cup) There, I put two lumps.
Garancier {Despair) When you know quite well I never take
sugar, never!
Georgette That’s all right then, I didn’t put any in.
Garancier {Takes cup) Tease!34
The men in this scene represent the male-defined ‘public’ sphere as they 
discuss serious matters such as politics; Georgette displays the typical 
female behaviour of the ‘private’ sphere. Her function as a woman is 
categorised by her role as ‘servant’ to the dominant menfolk within her family 
circle. Renée’s contribution is equally insignificant, acting as she does as 
surrogate daughter to her friend’s father. She offers support in his tiredness, 
behaving as an ‘angelic’ comforter while fetching him a liqueur. The 
characterisation of the two women is so typical of the English stereotype that 
the French origins of the play are inconsequential. Georgette’s farewell as 
she leaves to attend a tennis party with friends involves a cloying, 
sentimental affirmation of her filial affection.
Georgette Good-bye, Papa!
Méritai Good-bye, chick.
34 Bernstein, 1913: Act One, p1 - 2 .
[146]
Victorian Womanhood on the London Stage: French Dramas for British Audiences
Georgette {going to him) One kiss.
Méritai There! Now don’t forget the papers.
Georgette No, dad, dear. You know really I worship you.
You’ve got the dearest cheek in the world. It’s like Spring and 
primroses and the song of larks.
Méritai My dear child when you talk like tha t... you ... make 
me quite uneasy.
Georgette All the same it’s true. I don’t know anyone quite as 
... as adorable. Good-bye, Renée. {Runs off)
Méritai That’s a funny wild youngster!
Renée Oh, not really. She is awfully fond of you and she 
admires you so much35.
Renée reinforces her characterisation later in the same scene. Left alone 
with Méritai, she tells him that she doesn’t wish to marry his son, Daniel. She 
is self-deprecating and apologetic, two characteristics that are consistent 
with her angelic nature. She declares, “I am morbidly sensitive and so 
conscious of my weakness, my defects.... He’s far too good for me ... A girl, 
a woman really means so little.”36
In this exchange she describes herself as ‘romantic’,’ emotional’ and 
‘weak’, all desirable feminine virtues for a Victorian ‘angel’. She then goes 
further by casting herself in the subservient role as she declares her 
insignificance in comparison to the men around her. The appeal to Mérital’s 
masculinity provokes the desired response. Later in the same scene he lists 
Renée’s qualities, “your quick wit, your unspoilt outlook ... Your enthusiasm 
and ... the beauty of soul which lurks shyly under your outward charm.”37 
Emboldened by his declaration of fatherly affection for her, Renée confesses 
her love and tells him of her desire to be his wife. Initially Méritai rebuffs her
35Bernstein, 1913: Act One, p7 -  8.
36 Ibid: Act One, p9 -  11.
37 Ibid: Act One, p12.
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with the excuse of their age difference and she takes recourse in a traditional 
argument.
Renée What does that matter? I love you.
Méritai But think of the years. Think!...
Renée And I shall soon be twenty-five. That is old for a girl.
Oh, it is. In a few years, I shall be an old maid of no 
importance to anyone; well, if you don’t want me, I shall 
never care for anyone else. Ah, I know the depth of my own 
feeling.
Méritai {He smiles) Yes, beautiful and true, just like yourself.
Oh, I don’t doubt that.
Renée I will devote every hour of my life to you... Do let me 
belong to you38.
Renée breaks down in tears, Méritai admits his love for her and the couple 
agree to marry; the only possible outcome for in such a situation.
The Attack is a well-made play in the tradition of Sardou or Scribe, 
involving blackmail, incriminating papers, the confession and inevitable 
forgiveness. The Examiner of Plays, Ernest Bendall, in his licensing letter 
commented that:
“The Attack” has not much of the emotional grip of 
Bernstein’s usual work; but on the other hand it avoids any 
risky shocks, and is eminently proper in its study of a rather 
dull political personality39.
The trivialisation of the women’s roles is extreme, in that their removal 
from the entire play would hardly affect the storyline at all. Georgette’s 
contribution is virtually non-existent and Renée’s is nominal in that tradition 
dictates that the hero must confess his sins to the woman he loves. The 
theatre reviewer in The Times hints at a similar opinion.
38 Ibid: Act One, p14 - 5
39 Bendall, 1913.
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The play is very cleverly written. M. Bernstein’s plays always 
are, and contain strong dialogues between opposing men, M. 
Bernstein’s plays always do, and -  what is quite unusual in 
M. Bernstein’s plays -  there is some love-making of real 
tenderness and charm40.
This “tenderness and charm” fulfils the expectations of a society in which a 
woman’s role was seen in relationship to a man, through marriage. Méritai 
declares to Renée that she is “[m]y dear heart, my little saint”41 thus 
reinforcing the religious metaphor of the ‘angel in the house’.
The Times’ reviewer of The Attack highlights Ibsen’s The Pillar of 
Society, comparing the two playwrights’ very different treatment of the theme 
of blackmail. He writes that Ibsen’s hero claims that every man has a “dark 
spot” in his past life that should be concealed but then confesses all to the 
world. In contrast, Bernstein “feeling, no doubt that Ibsen is best left 
unimitated”, retaliates to the threat of exposure by finding out his enemy’s 
own dark secret and thus “stop his mouth”.
[|]f you really must do a little confessing, don’t be such a fool 
as to do it in public; do it in private to the girl of your heart.
Thus you will have the moral satisfaction of confessing, with 
the comforting security of absolution42.
This absolution, however, is not instant and, true to the spirit of the self- 
sacrificing ‘angel’, Renée takes the blame upon herself for this. In an act of 
subservience, she asks for her fiancé’s forgiveness.
Renée I was stupid. I realised it the moment you had gone. I 
realised how wonderful, how fine, how touching your impulse 
to confess was. And I wanted to rush after you, to overtake 
you in the street and beg your forgiveness. I was so horribly 
miserable.
40 The Times, 2 January 1914: p8.
41 Bernstein, 1913: Act Two, p29.
42 The Times, 2 January 1914: p8.
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Méritai To ask my forgiveness?
Renée Yes. I too, spent an afternoon of torture. I kept telling 
myself I am loved more than I could ever have hoped to be, 
and sooner than pretend to me he trusted the most unhappy 
memory of his whole life to my keeping, and I let you go 
without one word of tenderness, you who are my whole life.
Méritai Renée, I want to keep your esteem.
Renée But you have never lost i t ... never for an instant. No 
matter what you have done, you were never guilty of 
anything really vile. {As Méritai protests) No, never, never, 
never! I know it. I feel it, I’d stake my life on it43.
The play ends with a “happy family party”44 during which Renée and 
Mérital’s engagement is announced to his apparently delighted sons. 
Georgette welcomes her girlfriend as her new stepmother and the two 
female characters maintain their respective roles as dutiful wife and 
daughter.
While the four French plays, Diplomacy, The Dumb Wife, Damaged 
Goods and The Attack presented women as secondary characters 
conforming to the role of ‘angels in the house’, the equally stereotypical 
‘fallen women’ was also represented on stage in a French drama. In 1914, 
an English production of La Dame aux Camélias by Dumas {fils) (1824 -  95) 
entertained audiences at the Scala Theatre in June and July. These 
performances continued the exposure of the French courtesan, Marguerite 
Gautier, which dated back more than half a century. La Dame aux Camélias, 
in its various manifestations across the genres, was seldom off the London 
stage from its arrival in 1858 and was a regular feature for theatregoers. The 
relatively few performances in June and July 1914, at the modestly-sized 
Scala Theatre, was a reflection of the dangerous times that England and
43 Bernstein, 1913: Act Three, p10.
44 Bendall, 1913.
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Europe were experiencing that summer, rather than any lack of enthusiasm 
on the part of audiences45.
Although English ‘fallen women’ were required to conform to specific 
characteristics that made their status obvious, the censor was considerably 
more lenient with their French counterparts. While the archives of 
correspondence regarding the censor’s attitude to an English language 
version of the play clearly reveal that a licence for performance was not 
granted until 187946, various manifestations of the stage production 
appeared in London and the provinces before this time47. The first English 
language version as a drama, however, was staged at the Lyceum Theatre 
in July 185848. This apparently unlicensed version of the play ran for a total 
of twelve performances and the theatre playbills declared it to be a 
“Triumphant Success”. The actress playing the main character was “nightly
45 The Russian actress Lydia Yavorska, who played Marguerite Gautier for these 
performances, returned shortly afterwards to Moscow, where she remained for the greater 
part of the war and the Revolution.
46 Eltis, 2004: p226.; Stephens, 1980: p83.
47 Known performances took place at the Vaudeville Theatre in February 1852 (Mullin, 
1987.; Nicoll, 1946.) and at the Gaiety Theatre in 1870. Both of these establishments were 
essentially theatres of light musical entertainment, which allowed the play to bypass the 
censorship system. The addition of music, even to a plot that was considered “morally 
questionable” at the time, helped the producers to evade the eye of the censor. La Traviata, 
Verdi’s opera based upon Dumas’ novel, was performed at Her Majesty’s Theatre in May 
1856; the granting of a licence demonstrating a variation of attitude towards opera over the 
spoken word.
At least one performance took place at Sadler’s Wells in 1860 (Mullin, 1987.) The Examiner 
of Plays, William Donne chose not to interfere as the theatre was about to close and he 
wished to avoid publicity for the unlicensed play (Stephens, 1980.)
48 Following the first night of this “New Play” the playbills for the production stated:
In consequence of the “FURORE” on SATURDAY EVENING 
created by 
MRS. CHARLES YOUNG 
In the Character of 
THE LADY OF THE CAMELIAS!
The Drama will be Repeated THIS EVENING, and on TUESDAY 
and WEDNESDAY
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called twice before the curtain”49. It would seem that Victorian theatre 
audiences did not share the Examiner of Play’s reticence in allowing a 
virtuous ‘fallen woman’ to take centre-stage in a London production50.
Having achieved its London premiere at the Lyceum Theatre in 1858, 
the play became a firm favourite for London theatregoers for over a century 
and its stage and film manifestations variously entitled Camille or The Lady 
of the Camélias and as perhaps Verdi’s best opera, La Traviata, continue to 
delight audiences to the present day. The theatre reviewer of The Times, at 
the turn of the nineteenth century, threw into perspective the changing 
attitude of audiences since the time of the original production at the Lyceum, 
forty-two years earlier. Writing about a performance in 1900 that starred 
Eleanore Duse in the leading role of the courtesan and staged at the same 
theatre -  the Lyceum -  he commented:
Dumas is all very well; he can still interest even those who 
have long ceased to believe in him; but he begins to 
“date”...In 1852 it was accounted a piece of daring realism; 
in 1900 it is a romantic sentimentality testifying to the naive 
simplicity of our fathers that begat us51.
49 Playbills on file: Lyceum Theatre 1858. (Victoria and Albert Museum, London/Theatre 
Collections.)
50 The delay in granting a licence for the play until 1879 occurred because the heroine, 
Marguerite Gautier, was a courtesan who demonstrated virtues that were atypical of her 
calling. She was distinct from the traditional ‘fallen woman’ stereotype of the time, in that she 
was portrayed as having genuine emotions, similar to virtuous women and was capable of 
performing acts of noble self-sacrifice. Such an image was out of keeping with demands that 
‘fallen women’ should be held up as a negative example (Eltis, 2004: p226.) Certainly, the 
Comptroller of the Lord Chamberlain’s Office, Spencer Ponsonby, backed by the Examiner 
of Plays at the time, William Donne, is known to have expressed the view that, as a matter of 
policy, no theatre in England should be granted a licence to perform La Dame aux Camélias 
in any shape or form (Stephens, 1980: p83.) Donne’s successor as Examiner of Plays, E.F. 
Smyth Piggott, however, regarded French plays in a very different light to other dramas. He 
is recorded as commenting that he considered the theatres in which French plays with 
French players were performed as French territory and therefore exempt from his 
ministerings (Anderman, 2005: p80.) Such an attitude expedited the granting of a licence to 
perform in 1879, where other, arguably more worthy scripts, failed.
51 The Times, 5 June 1900: p4.
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By dying tragically, Marguerite met a fitting end as judged by the 
standards of the day. In so doing she shared the fate of the majority of 
Victorian ‘fallen women’ on the stage. Victorien Sardou provided an 
alternative, but equally acceptable ending for his ‘fallen woman’, in 
Diplomacy. Countess Zicka, the adventuress and villain of the play 
“struggling bravely to the last... is brought to make confession and to sue for 
pardon.”52 Her appeal for understanding in Act Two, when confronted with 
papers disclosing her background, embodies the sentiments traditionally 
attributed to such women:
[Tjhey are silent about the young and beautiful woman -  for I 
was beautiful then -  turned adrift on the world, without a soul 
under heaven to pity her -  silent about the child who died of 
cold and hunger in these arms -  silent about the tempted 
woman -  silent about her broken heart! The name of the 
woman who fell is written in large letters. But where are the 
names of those who dragged her down?53
Clearly, whether French or English, the tragedy of such a stereotype 
prevailed and drew the sentimental, patronising sympathy of Edwardian 
audiences, just as she had done in the previous century. This similarity in 
attitudes to women as portrayed in the dramatic works of the two nations 
demonstrated the particular relationship the English enjoyed with their 
neighbours across the Channel. While rejecting the ideologies of the majority 
of other nations, they were prepared to tolerate, and even applaud, the 
portrayals of women that coincided with their own perspectives. The careful 
selection in 1914 by theatre managers of French plays, endorsing the 
English stance, provided them with commercial and critical success. The
52 The Times, 21 January 1878: p4.
53 Sardou and Kobatake, 1999: p111.
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most popular of all the French plays were La Dame aux Camélias and 
Diplomacy which both foregrounded the role of the ‘fallen woman’.
While the attitudes of society had progressed and this particular social 
outcast no longer challenged public sensibilities, her existence on stage 
continued to titillate and intrigue audiences. In the world outside the theatre 
walls her presence barely raised an eyebrow, yet on stage she roused 
emotions that helped to maintain the popular myth of her character. British 
male dramatists exploited the Victorian stereotype which continued to appear 
in various guises in dramas staged in London. In 1914, perhaps the most 
famous ‘fallen woman’ of all time, Anna Karenina, starred in the play of the 
same name at the Ambassador and then the Scala Theatres. The run of over 
two hundred performances was both a critical and commercial success.
While Dolly Oblonsky represented the epitome of Victorian ‘angels’, as 
discussed in Chapter Three, Anna was the archetypical ‘fallen woman’. Both 
stereotypes were anachronistic by the twentieth century yet their portrayal in 
Tolstoy’s romantic tragedy perpetuated the myths of Victorian womanhood, 
even on stage in 1914. The use of the powerful stereotype of the ‘fallen 
woman’ will be examined in the next chapter.
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Chapter Five: ‘Fallen Women’
No female image is more closely associated with the Victorian era than 
that of the ‘fallen woman’. Her appearance on the London stage in the early 
years of the twentieth century epitomised the nostalgic sentiments of 
Edwardian society. This generation of middle-class play-goers demonstrated 
a reluctance to leave behind the ideologies of an age when England was a 
supreme power in the world. In applauding the dramatisation of such an 
anachronistic figure they showed their yearning for an age of socio-political 
stability. Yet while the catch-all term ‘fallen woman’ might suggest a stability 
of characterisation, her appearance on-stage in 1914 evoked numerous, 
disparate images. Of particular significance is whether her portrayal in 
Edwardian dramas still coincided with the harsh Victorian imagery of the 
former generation. Did the audiences of the early-twentieth century look 
upon her figure in a more sympathetic light than did their forebears?
By the end of the nineteenth century and certainly into the Edwardian 
era, London theatres frequently staged plays that included seduction or 
adultery in their plots. The issue of the sexual double standard became a 
common feature of realistic dramas, to the consternation of such writers as 
George Bernard Shaw, Henry James and J.M. Barrie1. The ‘fallen woman’, in 
her many guises, had become a familiar character in the theatre by 1914. 
The attitude of critics and audiences, however, suggested that the open 
denunciation of such women had been supplanted by a very different 
attitude. One of the most popular new plays that year was The Ever Open
1 Eltis, 2004: p222.
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Door by George R. Sims. Far from condemning one of the minor characters, 
the “one-time mistress" of the play’s villain, The Times’ theatre critic 
expressed admiration for the lady as “so mournfully good that it is hard to 
believe she can ever have been an exhilarating companion for the bad 
Jack.”2
Despite having “flourished in the popular iconography o f ... England”3 for 
nearly a century, the ‘fallen woman’ was an ambiguous figure. Nina 
Auerbach describes her as both “heartbreaking and glamorous”, while at the 
same time she was a “galvanic outcast [whose] piquant blend of innocence 
and experience, came to embody everything in womanhood that was 
dangerously, tragically, and triumphantly beyond social boundaries.”4 
Although Victorian society labelled any woman who had indulged in sexual 
activity outside marriage as ‘fallen’, the term covered a wide range of 
possibilities. During the nineteenth century the idiom frequently applied to 
seduced and rejected virgins, such as Tess in Hardy’s Tess of the 
D’Urbevilles (1891). In contrast, it was also used for professional prostitutes 
such as Marguerite Gautier in La Dame aux Camélias, Mrs. Warren in 
Shaw’s Mrs. Warren’s Profession (1893) and Sonya Marmelodova in 
Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment (1866)5. Adulterous wives such as
2 The Times, 8 September 1913: p4.
3 Auerbach, 1982: p150.
4 Ibid.
5 While writers attempted to categorise the various types of women who had succumbed to 
sexual impropriety outside marriage, the distinction between ‘fallen women’ -  “the maiden 
who submits to the consummation before the ceremony” -  and the prostitute were often 
obscure. This differentiation was reinforced, however, by the Magdalen Hospitals. These 
institutions, set up primarily for the reclamation and treatment of fallen women, segregated in 
a separate ward those that had been “seduced by false promises of marriage and deserted” 
rather than carried out the trade of prostitution (Nead, 1988: p96 - 7.)
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Emma Bovary in Flaubert’s Madame Bovary (1857) and Anna Karenina 
extended the definition still further.
Victorian artists regularly chose the ‘fallen women’ as subjects for their 
paintings and the topic has attracted a considerable amount of academic 
comment6. These pictures provided a clear warning to any women tempted 
to behave outside the sexual norms imposed upon them. At best, the 
consequences of their actions or lifestyle would be salvation through 
repentance7. Death of the female offender, however, was popularly 
considered to be the honourable outcome and art in the mid-nineteenth 
century frequently portrayed this conclusion. In life, she was a victim to be 
pitied and, in the worst cases, despised: pregnant or the mother of an 
illegitimate child, rejected by both family and society, she had little option but 
to pass through the “doorway to a kind of living hell, the underworld of the 
Victorian city.”8 Popular opinion projected a negative image upon such
6 Certain paintings are repeatedly chosen for the purposes of illustrating the genre: George 
Frederic Watts’s Found Drowned (1848-50), Richard Redgrave’s Outcast (1851), Dante 
Gabriel Rossetti’s Found (1854) and Augustus Egg’s trilogy Past and Present (1858). All 
painted within a period of ten years, they demonstrate graphically an attitude towards 
women that was prevalent at the time. (See Auerbach, 1980.; Nead, 1984.; Nead, 1988.; 
Nochlin, 1978. and Roberts, 1973.)
7 The prospect of redemption initiated an embryonic feminist group, who were determined, 
through philanthropic means, to ‘save’ such women. The initiative for rescuing these 
prostitutes from their fate was based on the premise that society had condemned them after 
a single lapse, forcing them unwillingly into the profession (Hall, 2000: p17.)
8 Edelstein, 1983: p206.
William Holman Hunt portrayed an alternative image of the ‘fallen woman’ in his painting The 
Awakening Conscience (1853). The picture depicts a respectably dressed young woman, in 
a relatively affluent household, rising from her lover’s knee. The expression on her face 
shows the dawning of awareness of her ‘sins’ as she experiences an overwhelming pang of 
conscience. We are led to believe that this realisation or ‘awakening’ to the sin she is 
committing, by being the mistress of a gentleman lover, is about to be forgiven because she 
is on the path to repentance. In his painting, Hunt rejected conventional Victorian 
condemnation of the ‘fallen woman’ and “elevated her into a religious, an almost saintly 
symbol -  the woman taken in adultery, the Magdalene.” (Roberts, 1973: p67.) The fact that 
she has ‘realised’ her fate in such a graphic way implies that she was perhaps a victim of 
naivety and emotion rather than physical abuse or betrayal. Of all the paintings, however, 
Hunt’s is the only one that hints at the possibility that the woman had any degree of choice in 
her fate.
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women, forcing them to acknowledge their feelings of guilt and unworthiness. 
A rare example of such penitence appeared in The Times in the middle of 
the century:
I know that we are cut off from the moral, social, and 
religious worlds. I am conscious that there is nothing in , 
common between us and other women but sheer mortality. I 
am aware that we are beings whom men should shun and 
women should condemn. We need not be told of our ruin and 
degradation, because we never “fall” without being alive to 
the fac t... It is impossible for [the seduced woman] to forget 
what she is; society will not permit her to do so9.
Half a century later the image of the ‘fallen woman' had progressed from 
wholehearted victim to that of a woman who has some control over her own 
destiny. While her actions may have been met with equivalent condemnation 
and ostracism from society, she was less likely to throw herself into the 
Thames or turn to prostitution. Much had changed in the intervening years 
between the mid-nineteenth and early-twentieth century, resulting in a shift in 
social attitude towards women who had committed adultery or experienced 
sexual relationships outside marriage. Responsibility for this shift may be 
explained at three levels; the monarchy, the introduction of birth control and 
changes in the law.
England in the 1850s, when the majority of ‘fallen women’ images were 
painted and exhibited, was ruled by a woman who was virtuous, maternal 
and ‘angelic’. As a queen, Victoria was imperious and wilful; as a woman she 
was the embodiment of “domestic virtues emphasizing home, hearth, and
9 The Times, 4 February 1858: p12.
The letter purports to come from “one of that abandoned sisterhood”, a London prostitute, 
the writer signing herself: “one more unfortunate”. Her postscript states: “I cannot give you 
my name, having so disgraced it nor my address, as it is disreputable”. The former 
governess pleaded for an end to the persecution to which society subjected women like her.
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heart.”10 Her successor in 1901 was the antithesis of his mother. That 
Edward VII had mistresses is part of the myth associated with this influential 
monarch, although some commentators prefer to cast doubt on whether his 
many relationships with a wide array of women were genuinely intimate11. 
Certainly it was common knowledge that the king enjoyed the company of 
women and his tastes included actresses such as Lillie Langtry and Sarah 
Bernhardt; socialites such as Mrs. Greville and Mrs. Keppel and wives of 
aristocrats, such as Lady Randolph Churchill (mother of Winston Churchill), 
Lady Londonderry and the Duchess of Marlborough. There was general 
awareness of his affairs with Lillie Langtry and Mrs. Keppel and these ladies 
were accepted by society hostesses and by his wife12. That Queen 
Alexandra tolerated her husband’s infidelities with equanimity and even 
invited many of his mistresses to dine, is a statement of how attitudes had 
moved on from the recriminatory and condemnatory views to sexual liaisons 
which were prevalent in the time of Queen Victoria. Even though the king on 
the throne in 1914 was the opposite of his raffish father and George V’s 
morals were more in keeping with his grandmother’s, society had changed 
and there was no turning back. With the discreet yet scandalous behaviour of 
King Edward before them as an example, those in the higher echelons of 
society felt more able to take a relaxed stand concerning adultery and sexual 
misbehaviour. In so doing they initiated a code of moral behaviour that was 
more tolerant and less censorious than that of their Victorian predecessors. 
True to form, the mass of consumers of Edwardian culture, taken essentially 
from the upper and middle classes, followed suit.
10 Langland, 1995: p63.
11 Fulford, 1964: p8.
12 Hynes, 1968: p186.
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Practical advances were also made during the latter half of Victoria’s 
reign that would have ramifications for sexual behaviour and its 
consequences. The assumption of the mid-nineteenth century that an 
unwanted pregnancy outside marriage inevitably led to scandal and a 
downward spiral into prostitution became less of a reality as the century 
progressed. While the stigma of bearing an illegitimate child did not abate, 
the methods of avoiding such a disaster improved considerably13. During the 
closing decades of the nineteenth century, contraceptives were readily 
available in chemists’ shops and public conveniences14.While superficially 
condemning sexual relationships outside marriage, society was now able to 
turn a blind eye if the offending woman avoided pregnancy and thus 
remained outwardly virtuous.
In addition, changes in the law during the second half of the nineteenth 
century improved women’s control over their property and income, allowing 
them greater autonomy in their lives. While not intended specifically to ease 
the lot of fallen women’, two major pieces of legislation, the Matrimonial 
Causes Act of 1857 and the Married Women’s Property Act 1882, 
contributed to the demise of the ‘fallen woman’ as a pariah in society. By the
13 Cooper, 2001: p29.
The invention and subsequent availability of contraceptive devices was one of the most 
significant of Victorian scientific achievements. The introduction of inexpensive rubber 
condoms was made practical by the discovery and refinement of the vulcanizing process in 
1843-44. It took a further two decades for their use and that of other contraceptive devices to 
become widespread although initially this was limited to the middle classes and sales were 
restricted to barbers’ shops and via mail order from ‘surgical’ stores. From the 1870s, 
however, books on methods of birth control, such as Annie Besant and Charles Bradlaugh’s 
Fruits of Philosophy, were being published, banned and subsequently popularised. 
Coincidentally, or perhaps as a direct result of these factors, the birth rate in England began 
to drop significantly in the 1870s (Cook, 2007: p922.)
14 Mass produced condoms were inexpensive and, alongside more exotic devices, were 
being openly marketed and sold to the public. By the first quarter of the twentieth century 
handbills, local and national newspapers were freely advertising the products of ‘surgical’ 
stores and pharmacists, herbalists, barbers, market traders and tobacconists all carried a 
wide range of contraceptive ‘hardware’ (Peel, 1963: p119.)
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end of the century she was no longer a victim of male paranoia and 
domination but a woman gifted with a modest degree of control over her own 
destiny, through financial and matrimonial security.
In the theatre, the ‘fallen woman’ achieved a similar catharsis. Prior to 
1890, the prostitute occupied centre-stage with the prime purpose of 
expressing self-loathing and sentimental regret for her situation. She was 
used predominantly as a “convenient plot-mechanism rather than the focus 
of sympathetic analysis.”15 On stage, her physical appearance distanced her 
from other virtuous women and the audience would have been left in little 
doubt as to her character or calling. Exaggerations in dress, behaviour and 
speech immediately marked the ‘fallen woman’16.
On stage, good and bad women were worlds apart, and 
contact between them had to be carefully policed. Indeed, 
the potentially corrupting influence of the fallen woman was 
so great that her mere touch could pollute a maiden’s 
purity17.
As extremes of stereotypical imagery such women traditionally appeared 
in three forms; the wicked seductress, the seduced maiden and the 
repentant Magdalene18. These manifestations persisted until the final decade 
of the nineteenth century when radical changes in attitude began to filter into 
stage productions. The 1890s in London saw a proliferation of dramas that 
concentrated on women’s physical relations with men and the role of 
commercial sex. The ‘fallen women’ metamorphosed from victim to predator 
in such plays as Shaw’s Mrs. Warren’s Profession (1893); Pinero’s The
15 Eltis, 2004: p223 - 4.
16 Any subtlety within the text, or in her outward appearance, that could have led to 
ambiguity as to her status, would have jeopardised the play in the eyes of the censor and 
prevented the granting of the necessary licence for performance.
17 Eltis, 2004: p226.
18 Ibid: p223.
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Second Mrs. Tanqueray (1893) and The Notorious Mrs. Ebbsmith (1895); 
Wilde’s A Woman of No Importance (1893); Jones’s The Case of Rebellious 
Susan (1894) and Mrs. Dane’s Defence (1900). By emphasising the social 
and economic conditions that forced women into selling their bodies, these 
plays reinvented the image of the ‘fallen woman’. In so doing they challenged 
the conventional model of her as a victim, “tempted from the path of virtue by 
moral weakness, emotional impulsiveness or misplaced notions of sexual 
equality.”19 In 1914, however, two dramas exemplified the Victorian image of 
the ‘fallen woman’ on the London stage: Leo Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina and La 
Dame aux Camélias (1848) by Dumas (fils). Both Anna Karenina and 
Marguerite Gautier were archetypical, Victorian ‘fallen women’. Their 
reception by Edwardian audiences was characteristic in a year of political 
and social uncertainty. While the former remained a favourite of London 
audiences throughout the first half of the year, the French play was at the 
Scala Theatre for only two weeks in June and July, closing when the threat 
of war became imminent. The Russian actress Lydia Yavorska, who played 
both Marguerite Gautier and Anna Karenina, returned shortly afterwards to 
Moscow to involve herself in national events there20. Her story is intimately 
tied with that of one of the most feted of all ‘fallen women’, Tolstoy’s Anna 
Karenina.
Lydia Yavorska and her husband, Prince Vladimir Bariatinsky had 
arrived in England in 1909. Their appearance in London coincided with the
19 — , 2007: p29.
20 Yavorska returned to England after the Great War, bringing with her the “seeds of illness, 
aggravated by her indomitable efforts against the Bolsheviks.” (Pollock, 1950: p212.) Having 
been divorced by her husband, Prince Bariatinsky, she married John Pollock in 1920. She 
died less than six months later, as her obituary in The Times states, “from her privations 
under Bolshevism” (The Times, 5 September 1921 : p8.).
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cultural love affair the English were enjoying with everything Russian. In 
literature, Tolstoy, Turgenev and Dostoevsky were in vogue at various times 
between 1910 and 1914. Singers and balalaika groups played in the music 
halls, Russian post-impressionist paintings were being exhibited at the art 
galleries and even Russian modes of dress were becoming fashionable. The 
Bariatinskys’ motives for coming to England, however, were more to do with 
Yavorska’s unpopularity in Russia than any cultural expediency. From 1909 
onwards Yavorska appeared regularly on the London stage, initially 
performing in the Russian language with a company of her compatriots, then 
in French and English as she acquired the languages. Her success in 
England, both on and off the stage, gave her confidence to attempt to fulfil 
her greatest ambition by staging and acting in a dramatisation of Anna 
Karenina in English. Tolstoy’s novel21, which had become a classic to be 
enjoyed and studied by generations since its publication in 1877, provided a 
story rich in opportunity for dramatic adaptation. As in Victorian Britain, 
nineteenth-century Russian society accepted the fact that aristocratic men 
kept mistresses, while it ostracised the women who fulfilled this function. 
Anna’s alienation from family, friends and her former social world was the 
price she paid for her love affair with Count Vronsky. Her renunciation of her 
child and ultimate suicide contrasted with the responses to difficulties in 
marriage demonstrated by her ‘angelic’ sisters-in-law, Dolly and Kitty, as 
discussed in Chapter Three. The former chose self-sacrifice for the sake of 
her children when her husband committed adultery, while the latter
21 The novel, Anna Karenina, would have been familiar to theatre-going audiences in the 
London of 1914. The first English language translation, by Constance Garnett, appeared in 
1901. Although Garnett has been described as “a genius” and whose masterful translations 
of Russian novels “set her apart” (Knapp and Mandelker, 2003: p39.), a further translation by 
Rochelle Townsend appeared in 1912.
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developed “from self-abnegation into fulfilled woman, wife, and mother.”22 In 
contrast to Anna and Vronsky’s “unhallowed love”, Tolstoy preferred to see 
Levin’s adoration of Kitty as idyllic and sacred. A contemporary critic 
commented that: “One love leads to death and ru in.... The other takes its 
couple to holiness and happiness.”23 For the purposes of the London stage, 
once again, Victorian attitudes to morality were satisfied when the wrong­
doers were punished and the righteous were rewarded.
Lydia Yavorska24 chose her trusted friend, John Pollock, a well 
respected Russian translator and avid fan of the theatre25, for the task of 
creating an English adaptation of the novel for the stage. The play opened on 
1st December 1913 at the Ambassadors Theatre, then transferred to the 
bigger Scala Theatre in April 1914. The 225th and final performance in 
London took place on 19th June26. The adaptation was hailed by some 
Russian critics, living in London, as “authentically Russian” in its setting27.
22 Melbourne, 2003: p12.
23 Manning, 1927: p515 - 6.
24 Several features of Yavorska’s life were akin to aspects of Anna’s story. Her marriage to 
Prince Bariatinsky scandalised the elite of St Petersburg and her husband’s family refused to 
accept her. The prince lost his inheritance and place in society and was forced to leave his 
regiment. Yavorska was subjected to gossip and her reputation was damaged, although this 
did not affect the crowds who flocked to see her on stage.
25 In 1913 there were 36 Russian versions (all judged mediocre by Pollock) and one French 
version. Although Yavorska had played the part of Anna in Russian and French adaptations, 
this was to be the first (and only) English version to be performed on the West End stage. 
Numerous adaptations of the novel have appeared on the cinema and television screen from 
1911 to date.
26 Yavorska then took the play on tour of England and Scotland in June 1914, before her 
appearance back in London as Marguerite in La Dame aux Camélias. In the same month 
she held a charity matinée performance of Anna Karenina for the Lord Mayor’s “Mansion 
House Fund which is being raised for the widows, orphans, and dependent relatives of the 
crew and passengers who lost their lives in the recent appalling disaster to the Empress of 
Ireland.” (The Times, 2 June 1914: p10.) If the war had not intervened she would have 
intended to return to London in the autumn to continue the run of Anna Karenina.
27 The reviews reveal a remarkable consistency in the praise lavished upon the production. It 
is possible that Yavorska instigated the barrage of correspondence appearing in the Pall 
Mall Gazette. In Russia she was known to have “stimulated an artificial appetite for her 
performances by publishing anonymous eulogies to herself in various St. Petersburg 
newspapers.” (Schuler, 1996: p138.)
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One commented that “the ‘atmosphere’ is Russian in every detail, and the 
play made me think I was back in my own country again. I know the book, 
but I like the play better -  it is more exciting.”28 Other critics were less 
enthusiastic and even called into question the wisdom of attempting a stage 
production at all. The Pall Mall Magazine was particularly condemnatory of 
Yavorska’s efforts.
Who advises managers? ... Was there no one to tell her how 
hopeless it was -  hopeless artistically? And why dramatise 
this great book at all? It cannot be done satisfactorily. All its 
better part goes, and what is left is merely a commonplace 
story.... There was no suggestion of literature in it, no 
soupçon of philosophy, not even an adumbration of ethics.
Without these Anna Karenina does not exist29.
While Tolstoy’s novel has often been described as “the greatest novel 
ever written”30, Pollock’s adaptation clearly fell short of this high standard 
both structurally and aesthetically. In his attempt to condense over eight 
hundred pages of novel into an entertaining and audience-pleasing three 
hour stage production, he abandoned many of the key aspects of the 
Russian original. Critically, the parallel strands of plot that balance Anna and 
Levin’s dilemmas with equal levels of significance were thrown out of kilter by 
an over-emphasis on the more graphic aspects of Anna’s affair. In so doing, 
Pollock relegated Levin’s search to define his own identity and understanding 
of faith to a pretty ‘will she or won’t she’ courtship of Kitty. Although it would 
be easy to condemn Pollock for his one dimensional approach to the novel, 
subsequent scriptwriters adopted the same strategy as an obvious means of
28 Obodorsky, 1913.
29 The Pall Mall Magazine, February 1914: p237 - 8.
30 Tolstoy, 1995: pv11.; Zane, 2007: p17.
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shortening and simplifying the text31. Critically, in Pollock’s adaptation, Anna 
and Vronsky’s relationship remained childless, thus releasing an entire 
strand of emotional involvement from the plot. Indeed, the censor 
commented that there was “needless insistence upon the heroine’s refusal to 
have children by her lover -  in speeches ... which should be omitted.”32 It is 
possible that Yavorska’s influence over Pollock, himself a childless, 34 year- 
old bachelor, may be in evidence here. The Russian actress shunned 
traditional femininity, being disinterested in flowers, music, needlework and 
all things associated with domesticity. Characteristically, she had no special 
fondness for children33 and was the antithesis of the self-sacrificing, ‘angelic’ 
woman, for whom feminine duty was paramount.
In short, Yavorska seemed ideally suited to act the part of a Victorian 
‘fallen woman’, as portrayed in Pollock’s simplified, dramatic version of 
Tolstoy’s novel. Subsequent analysis reveals that the resulting stage 
production bore little resemblance to the Russian novel, having taken on the 
mantle of that most peculiarly English genre, the ‘drawing-room play’, so 
popular in late-Victorian and Edwardian London. Every scene is enacted 
either in a formal room or a location which could easily be interpreted as one. 
Even the horse racing scene in Act Two takes place in an elegantly furnished 
box overlooking the racecourse. The spectators are dressed in silks and 
morning suits more in keeping with a party than a sporting event. The only 
outdoor scene is that of Anna’s suicide, which takes place, out of sight, on a
31 Jahn, 2003: p70.
A description of a more recent production at the Moscow Art Theatre which used the same 
method for condensing the story was criticised as “unfortunately false in most respects, false 
to the spirit of the novel, full of actors striking empty poses and reciting empty speeches.” 
(Konick, Freeborn, Milner-Gulland and Ward, 1976: p92.)
32 Bendall, 1913.
33 Schuler, 1996: p152.
[166]
Victorian Womanhood on the London Stage: ‘Fallen Women'
railway line at the bottom of her garden. The stage is set with a 
summerhouse, table and chairs. The substitution of a pretty, summer garden 
for the ugliness of the busy railway station of Tolstoy’s intent, pandered to 
the expectations of English audiences. Pollock’s adaptation also follows the 
genre of the French ‘well-made’ play (la pièce bien faite) which the English 
adopted and popularised in the nineteenth century.
Yavorska’s portrayal of Anna Karenina in London -  the culmination of a 
lifelong ambition -  was a commercial success. Despite the actress’s feminist 
proclivities, she enthusiastically embraced the victim status of her heroine in 
order to achieve the fame and notoriety she craved. Variously described as 
self-centred, over-confident, arrogant, brazen and vain34, she sought 
maximum impact for her role. Yavorska’s production of Anna Karenina 
included those scenes from the novel that highlighted her performance and 
discarded those that detracted from her central role. In so doing, she 
portrayed the ‘fallen woman’ in an excessively melodramatic manner and the 
play became monotonous. The theatre critic in The Times pointed out these 
shortfalls after the first performance on 1st December 1913.
The very difficulty of adapting “Anna Karenina” for the stage 
must be an incitement to adventurous dramatist, and Mr.
Pollock has made a gallant attempt. He has written an 
emotional and a rather lachrymose play, but it is not the 
‘Anna Karenina’ that we know. How should it be, when Levin 
only appears for a moment in Act I. And again for a moment 
in Act II., and is never seen in his country home?35
Despite starting well with the Kitty-Vronsky-Levin triangle opening the 
play, as soon as Anna appears in Act One there is little continuation of their
34 Ibid.
35 Johnson, 1913.
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story to counter the Vronsky-Anna affair for the rest of the drama. In the 
novel, Anna appears as an ‘Angel of the House’ for some chapters before 
succumbing to Vronsky’s charms and degenerating into a ‘fallen woman’.
The Anna of Pollock’s play takes on the mantle of ‘fallen woman’ from the 
outset; her affair with Vronsky has already begun by the time they appear 
together on the stage for the first time at the Cherbatskys’ ball. Within 
minutes Vronsky is declaring his love and after a half-hearted attempt at 
propriety on Anna’s part, the lovers close the first act with a mutual 
declaration of their passion.
Vronsky ... all the happiness my life contains is in that one 
word you so dislike to hear : love.
Anna (wonderfully) Love! (Then gravely) I dislike to hear that 
word because for me it’s (sic) meaning is deeper and greater 
than you can imagine.
Vronsky My love! (He kisses her hands again)
Anna Oh, how can I ever have lived without you!36
Love scenes between Anna and Vronsky take up a disproportionate share of 
the play’s action compared with the novel and escalate in intensity and 
hysteria as the drama progresses. The theatre critic in The Times expressed 
his distaste for Anna and observed that “[t]he last two acts give plenty of 
opportunities to Mme. Yavorska for emotional acting...[but the character] had 
in itself become something worse than uninteresting.”37 The first example of 
the melodramatic content of the play occurs in the second act, in the scene 
at the horse races. Anna describes her feelings to Vronsky.
Anna I’m like a creature dying of hunger to whom someone 
has brought food. He forgets the cold and his rags -  he’s not 
unhappy. I unhappy? Ah, no, no! I was perishing of thirst and
36 Pollock, 1913: Act One, p20.
37 The Times, 2 December 1914: p12.
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you brought me the sweetest, the most divine drink. Oh, and 
I had been thirsty for so long!38
Supposedly well-meaning friends draw Karenin’s attention to his wife’s 
relationship with Count Vronsky. Noticing the change in Anna since her 
return from Moscow the year before, one attributes this to Vronsky’s arrival 
with her “as her shadow”. Their comments give the first hint of society’s likely 
reaction to the liaison.
Count Petritsky But don’t you know Grimm’s story of the 
man who for a punishment lost his shadow? It must be still 
worse for a woman to be without a shadow.
Countess Lydia Ivanova Women with shadows generally 
end badly39.
Karenin’s response to the rumours of her affair is to condemn Anna as a 
‘fallen woman’. Although she has foreseen that her husband will view the 
relationship as a “criminal liaison”40 with consequences “from the point of 
view of religion, of society, and of the family”41, her prediction underestimates 
the violence of his reaction:
Karenin So, so! You -  you abandoned woman! I thought as 
much! I’ve always known it, but because I had pity on you I 
deceived myself....You are a lost woman, without honour, 
without heart, without religion! How dare you come into an 
honest home? How are you not afraid to pollute the 
innocence of my child?... you have dishonoured my name 
and my house! And he, he’s your lover, that licentious 
scoundrel.
Anna He’s not a scoundrel. Yes, I love him, he’s my lover; 
and I can’t bear you, I’m afraid of you. I hate you! (She falls 
into a chair, covers her face with her hands and bursts into 
sobs.)
Karenin What a mistake I made when I tied up my life with 
yours! But don’t think that I shall let myself be unhappy! No,
38 Ibid: Act Two, Scene One, p9.
39 Ibid: Act Two, Scene One, p13.
40 Ibid: Act Two, Scene One, p10.
41 Ibid: Act Two, Scene One, p11.
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no. I’ve done nothing wrong -  it’s you who have wronged me.
I have nothing to be unhappy about so long as my 
conscience applauds me. (He strides up and down the room)
As far as you are concerned, I no longer take any interest in 
you. I shall take the necessary steps to safeguard my 
honour, but you, you don’t exist any more for me42.
As soon as Anna leaves her husband to live openly with Vronsky, she is 
shunned by the society to which she was formerly so integral. On attending 
the opera -  against Vronsky’s advice -  she is humiliated and insulted. The 
following morning, her brother, Oblonsky, and Vronsky’s cousin, Princess 
Tveskoy, discuss the scene the night before.
Princess Tveskoy ... Anna went to the Opera last night —
Oblonsky Impossible!
Princess Tveskoy Indeed she did. Petersburg is talking of 
nothing else to-day. [...]
Princess Tveskoy Well, it seems there was a dreadful 
scene. The Kartasovs were in the next box to Anna. I don’t 
approve of Anna, but upon my word that Kartasova woman is 
the wickedest creature that exists on earth!
Oblonsky What happened?
Princess Tveskoy She insulted Anna -  said it was 
dishonouring to sit next her -  left the theatre.
Oblonsky (rising) How -  how abominable! Why they used to 
be bosom friends.
Princess Tveskoy From which you see how the world 
judges. Anyway Kartasov spoke to Anna across the partition, 
and his wife made a scene 3.
Anna’s humiliation is complete and with all avenues of respectability closed 
to her, as a ‘fallen woman’ her suicide becomes inevitable. While a twentieth- 
century writer might have offered an alternative ending44, the Victorian
42 Ibid: Act Two, Scene Two, p3.
43 Ibid: Act Three, p3.
44 The original 1927 silent film version, entitled Love, starring Greta Garbo, substituted a 
happy ending with Karenin dying and the two lovers marrying. Garbo subsequently made a 
more successful film in 1935 with an ambiguous suicide/accident conclusion. This screen 
version of the novel went on to become a classic.
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adulteress of Tolstoy’s novel had to take her own life if she was to remain 
true to convention.
The ultimate deaths of the French ‘fallen woman’ in La Dame aux 
Camélias and the Russian one in Anna Karenina provided suitable 
outcomes, in keeping with the ideology of mid-nineteenth-century England. In 
addition, Yavorska’s portrayal of both ‘heroines’ provided a piquancy in 
keeping with her particularly melodramatic style of acting. That the dramas 
remained popular in London in 1914 exemplifies the desire of the British 
Establishment to hold onto the beliefs and traditions of an earlier age. 
Characteristically, Lydia Yavorska chose English adaptations of nineteenth- 
century foreign novels for her debut productions at the Scala Theatre in 
1914. In so doing she pandered to the tastes of the upper echelons of 
London society that comforted itself with the security of Victorian imagery. 
While each play concentrated on the downfall of a Victorian stereotypical 
fallen woman, the productions differed significantly both technically and 
historically. The Anna Karenina staged in London in 1914 was a world 
premiere and catered to the tastes of the English audiences of the time. To 
all intents and purposes the drama was an anglicised, melodramatic 
rendering of a complicated foreign novel, made palatable to Edwardian 
theatregoers by accentuating the love story and providing the correct moral 
tone. In contrast, La Dame aux Camélias was a popular play that had been 
performed for over half a century in the capital and could be relied upon to 
titillate and attract an audience by its very familiarity. The only apparent 
novelty of the1914 production lay in Yavorska’s attempts to modernise the 
stage set and costumes, much to the disapproval of the theatre critic in The 
Tatler. In an article entitled: “Infernal Decoration: Or to What Stripes and
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Squares a Love of Futurism is Leading Us”, the author bemoaned the 
demise of traditional Victorian decoration in favour of “a hectic decorative 
scheme” consisting of “stripes of startling hue [and] carpets of a nightmare 
design”45.
While unconventional in staging, Yavorska’s productions remained 
conventional in their treatment of stereotypical ‘fallen woman’. In keeping 
with Victorian ideology, both women received suitable punishment for their 
indiscretions and the moral codes of the former generation remained intact. 
The ultimate deaths of the errant female protagonists conformed to audience 
expectations and provided suitable outcomes for the stories. Two plays 
written in the twentieth century and performed for the first time on the London 
stage in the 1910s, however, portrayed the ‘fallen woman’ in a very different 
light. E. Temple Thurston’s Driven (1914) and Hubert Henry Davies’s 
Otvfcasf (1921) premiered in London during 1914. In contrast, Cosmo 
Hamilton’s The Blindness of Virtue (1908), which was revived after a 
successful run two years before, had more in keeping with the attitudes of 
the previous century.
The popularity of The Blindness of Virtue lay with its moralistic overtones 
and sentimental story of a wayward boy making something of his life, through 
the love of a virtuous and innocent woman. Cosmo Hamilton’s domestic 
drama, set in a vicarage and based upon his novel, was greeted by The 
Times reviewer as “not so offensive as old-fashioned ... childlike and bland ... 
purest sugar... a harmless play.”46 The story pivots on a simple moral 
dilemma facing parents: should a girl be told the facts of life regarding sexual
45 The Tatler, 15th July 1914: p83.
46 The Times, 30 January 1912: p8.
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relationships or should she be left to find these out for herself when she 
marries? Contemporary opinion, in the form of ‘Our Captious Critic’ in The 
Illustrated Sporting and Dramatic News, throws doubt on the validity of the 
central premise.
[I]t is not very easy to believe that in this world of ours ... 
there is a single girl of nineteen ... who knows nothing of 
love, except the love of kittens, canaries, mothers, and 
fathers, and faithful family retainers....It is hard to have to 
suppose ... she knows nothing of the dangers which, in its 
relations to the other sex, all trustful innocence is exposed47.
The contrast of such innocence is made with a very typical ‘fallen woman’; a 
technique used so frequently in such dramas that by 1914 it had become a 
cliché. Mary Ann is the ‘seduced maiden’ at the extreme of the Victorian 
stereotype and her story is anachronistic in this twentieth century drama. 
Hamilton describes her in his novel.
The face was thin and wasted, but delicately oval. The nose 
was small and straight, the chin small and round, the ears 
almost laughably small. But the eyes were large and very 
blue, with long golden lashes. It would have been the face of 
a picture-book angel, but for the lines of suffering round the 
pink lips, black hollows under the eyes, and in the eyes 
themselves the look of blazing defiance48.
Having lived on a canal barge all her life, Mary Ann “slipped away from the 
tow-path with the curly-headed, dark-eyed son of the lock-keeper [and] in an 
ecstasy of romanticism she had lived in one room in Drury Lane.”49 Despite 
her lover’s brutality and laziness, she continues to love him until the day she 
reveals her pregnancy to him and he blames her for leading him on. Left 
alone she is drawn repeatedly to the canal -  the classic Victorian imagery of
47 The Illustrated Sporting and Dramatic News, 17 February 1912: p1070.
48 Hamilton, 1908: p190 - 1.
49 Ibid: p221.
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death and suicide -  until eventually she returns home to her parents. 
Although Mary Ann survives the ordeal and sees out her days in domestic 
service at the vicarage, her much wanted baby is born dead, representing 
the tragedy of ‘fallen women’ in such morality tales. The Times reviewer 
described the characters in the play approvingly: “There is a saintly parson... 
His wife is all devotion. His daughter is innocence itself. His cook is a 
guardian angel. A young village girl who was led astray is all repentance.” To 
the critic these people, including the luckless Mary Ann, were “of the purest 
sugar”50. London audiences enjoyed twenty-two performances of The 
Blindness of Virtue at the Little Theatre during July 1914. At the same time,
E. Temple Thurston’s drama, Driven was playing at the much larger 
Haymarket Theatre, portraying the ‘fallen women’ in a very different light.
The heroine of this production was almost the obverse of the Victorian 
stereotype. Where traditionally she would have ‘fallen’, repented and then 
died, in Thurston’s play Diana Staffurth is a loving wife -  a veritable ‘angel’ - 
who, under an apparent death sentence due to terminal illness, flirts with the 
idea of becoming a ‘fallen woman’. Her philandering, however, is half­
hearted and the action of the plot is driven by the other members of the cast 
rather than the heroine herself. She behaves as a variation of the 
stereotypical ‘fallen woman’ Edwardian audiences had come to expect from 
their British authors. When she overhears her husband and her doctors 
giving her only two years to live, she tells her friend Barbara what she plans 
to do:
Diana Live! Live every minute of it! I was married when I was
nineteen ... I thought a married woman had freedom - 1 find
50 The Times, 30 January 1912: p8.
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she’s hedged in with appearances. She has to live for other 
people... I’m not going to live for those people any more. If 
I’ve only got two years -  I’m going to live them for myself51.
Her initial attempts to enlist her husband in her plans are met with astonished 
rejection. Having already agreed with her doctors that “[wjomen haven’t 
enough resource to face things like this -  they haven’t enough occupation in 
life to take their minds off it”52, he proclaims himself too busy to fall in with 
her plans ‘to live’.
Staffurth Where -  what would you like to do?
Diana (Excitedly) Go right away from these dinners and 
theatres. Let’s go somewhere where a woman can foot it with 
a man. Let’s go big game shooting. You say I’m a good shot.
I can carry a gun. Let’s do something that’s exciting -  
something with a risk in it. I don’t want to sit in theatres with 
fireproof curtains and regulated exits....
Staffurth But, my darling, I couldn’t leave Town now53.
Diana’s subsequent intentions to run away with her admirer to some 
“distant Californian Paradise” are thwarted when her husband reveals her 
illness and short life expectancy to the hapless lover. Contrary to 
expectations, the gallant young captain changes his plans to elope with her, 
a mystery ‘cure’ is found for her disease and she is reconciled with her 
husband. The satisfactory conclusion delighted audiences but caused the 
reviewer in The Times to describe Driven as “a highly artificial play”54. The 
critic in The Era however, reflected that “the queer, unaccountable,
51 Thurston, 1914: p15.
52 Ibid: p22.
53 Ibid: p29.
54 The Times, 18 June 1914: p10.
[175]
Victorian Womanhood on the London Stage: ‘Fallen Women’
contradictory heart of woman is portrayed by Mr. Thurston very delicately 
and at the same time with wonderful realism.”55
Despite her attempts ‘to live’ Diana remained under the control of the 
two men in her life. She was as much a puppet of their manipulations as any 
Victorian ‘fallen woman’ would have been. This dependency was 
demonstrated equally well during the last three months of the year in Hubert 
Henry Davies’s play, Outcast. Staged at Wyndham’s Theatre for 126 
performances56, the title of the drama linked the play with the mid-nineteenth- 
century painting of the same name. Redgrave’s image is of a young girl with 
her illegitimate child cast out by her father into a storm, while the rest of her 
family protest in the background. Davies’s ‘fallen woman’ is her twentieth- 
century manifestation. Even without the title of the play, the fact that Miriam 
is a ‘fallen woman’ would have been obvious to Edwardian audiences. She is 
first encountered wandering alone “late at night, almost midnight”57, in 
Piccadilly, a street notorious as a haunt for high-class prostitutes58. This 
alone would have branded her as a ‘fallen woman’, whatever her motives for 
being there. Equally telling is her apparent willingness to enter a stranger’s 
flat when she is doused in water from a soda siphon, squirted from the 
window by one of three men in a room upstairs. A twenty-first-century 
audience would cast doubt on her virtue under such circumstances and any 
observer a century before would certainly have ascribed her with dubious
55 The Era, 24 June 1914: p17.
56 1st September to 19th December 1914.
57 Davies, 1921: p209.
58 In 1910, The Penny Illustrated Paper commissioned Charles Shaw, a social worker, to 
write an essay investigating the hierarchy of prostitution in the area around Piccadilly Circus. 
Entitled “The Creatures of the Night”, the two articles revealed the “Upper hell of Piccadilly, 
the Middle hell of the Tottenham Court Road and Oxford Street, and the Lower hell of the 
Euston Road. Lying underneath, there are countless other infernos of varying grades, 
leading down to the floor of the pit itself (Shaw, 1910a.; Shaw, 1910b.)
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morals. Davies’s stage directions describe her as a “young woman, tawdrily 
dressed in cheap and ostentatious finery, but with an eye for effect... Her 
face is sensitive and intelligent though too flagrantly ‘made up’.”59
Her situation, as explained towards the end of the first act, is classic of 
the stereotype.
Miriam I was fool enough to fall in love. That’s an old story. It 
happened in America. I was raised in America; I didn’t tell 
you that. Oh, I was properly in love. I got over it -  pretty quick 
too.
Hugh It didn’t go very deep, I expect -  your love? You soon 
forgot all about him? You were lucky....
Miriam My man quit me to marry a rich old woman. I and my 
baby were left to starve. When you’re starving for food you 
haven’t much time to think about being in love. Love doesn’t 
kill -  but hunger does -  and hunger killed my baby60.
Left alone with Geoffrey, the owner of the flat and himself a jilted lover, she 
reveals more of her feelings.
Miriam Been chucked -  have you? That’s tough -  specially if 
it’s the first time. You get used to it after awhile.
Geoffrey Think so?
Miriam The only way to be happy -  it seems to me -  is just 
not to expect anything from anybody. Then, when somebody 
does you a kindness ... it comes as a lovely surprise. But you 
don’t get down to that kind of happiness till you’ve had all the 
pride kicked out of you and lost most all your fine feelings. I 
was as nice a girl as you could wish to meet once -  modest 
and quiet and obliging. They could have made what they 
liked of me. That was my trouble. They made this of me.
Geoffrey Have you ever tried to give it up -  this kind of life?
Miriam (rises suddenly, her tone instantly changing to one of 
suspicion and resentment) If you’re going to try and save me,
I shall clear out -  now -  this minute. Even if I wanted to be 
reformed, it wouldn’t be no use. It’s been tried. And what was 
the end of it? As soon as I turned respectable and took to 
honest work - 1 was found out -  then I was a fraud -  not fit to
59 Davies, 1921: p222.
60 Ibid: p226 - 7.
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associate with the others. I was turned away -  put back to 
where I come from -  only I was worse off than before 
because of the time I’d lost. It’s no use, I tell you, I must go 
on61.
After setting Miriam up in her own flat as his mistress, Geoffrey delights 
in the salvation she has been in his life. His feelings, however, do not extend 
to treating her as anything more than his concubine.
Hugh You are not falling in love with her -  are you?
Geoffrey No, of course not. That’s out of the question. She 
attracts me and she needs me. We are both lonely. I see no 
reason to remain virtuous -  now -  for nobody’s sake, and it’s 
very much better that I should be having an affair with Miriam 
than with some woman of our own class who’d expect more 
from me62.
The Times observed cynically: “Geoffrey has no idea of marriage, but kindly 
offers to let Miriam be seen dining in his company at the Savoy grill-room. 
Heartfelt gratitude of Miriam.” The reviewer described her as “one of those 
outcasts whose real vocation is domesticity.”63 When all opportunity 
apparently disappears -  Geoffrey is reconciled with his former lover, 
Valentine, and casts off Miriam with a generous cheque -  she resorts to the 
classic melodrama of her Victorian stereotype.
Miriam The future! I’m one of those who never troubled 
much about the future....I’ve got my furniture -  and some 
good clothes, and some jewels he gave me from time to 
time. When I’ve spent those, there are always two courses 
open to me.
Valentine (echoes) Two?
Miriam (as if  looking far away in front of her) The river is 
always flowing under the bridges64.
61 Ibid: p228.
62 Ibid: p235 - 6.
63 The Times, 2 September 1914: p2.
64— , 1921: p282 - 3.
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The play contrasts Miriam’s situation with that of her friend, Nelly. While the 
two women share similar situations as kept mistresses, Nelly’s drunken, 
abusive lover, Jack, has unexpectedly offered to marry her. Miriam and 
Geoffrey react differently to the news; the former with delight, the latter with 
disgust and scepticism. Miriam draws attention to the fragility of her friend’s 
future situation, even as a respectable wife. She fears that Nelly’s past, as a 
‘fallen women’ will continue to haunt her, despite a move away from London 
to Lancashire.
Miriam As for people not wanting to know Nelly, - 1 daresay 
it’ll be hard for her at first -  perhaps always. But on the other 
hand, her neighbours may not know properly who she is. She 
speaks well and she dresses well, and if they don’t know for 
certain, and she makes herself agreeable, and they like her
Geoffrey does not share Miriam’s optimism, predicting that Nelly’s 
temperament as a former prostitute will eventually prevail. He is cynical 
about her ability to maintain the status of respectability within marriage.
Geoffrey I don’t exactly expect Nelly will be able to stick it 
long. She’ll miss the noise of London too much -  the 
restaurants and music-halls and parties -  all the gaieties and 
frivolities and excitements which are like food and drink to 
her. How can she settle down to a quiet, dull, domestic life 
after the kind of life she’s been leading here?66
Geoffrey’s view typifies the hypocritical contempt for ‘fallen woman’ of the 
Establishment. His low opinion of Nelly foregrounds the perception men 
wished to perpetuate when confronted with such a female.
Towards the end of the play, circumstances present Miriam with the 
same choices as her friend Nelly. Somewhat improbably, and despite all
65 Ibid: p258.
66 Ibid: p259.
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previous indications, Geoffrey too offers to marry his mistress. This unlikely 
outcome results in the epiphanic scene in which Miriam faints in front of 
Valentine. Geoffrey’s former fiancée realises her mistake in attempting to 
rekindle their relationship and returns to her deserted husband. The stage is 
now clear for Miriam and Geoffrey to marry but, contrary to expectations, 
Miriam rejects his proposal and nobly chooses to remain as his mistress. As 
The Times commented, this was “a somewhat unlikely tale”67. The Era 
confirmed this view, describing Miriam's story as “pathetic but hackneyed; it 
begins with betrayal; and ends with hunger.”68
Even in 1914, the ‘fallen woman’ presented an anomalous image of what 
was regarded as normal behaviour for the female sex. While society 
continued to perceive marriage as the desirable state for all respectable 
women, those outside the boundaries of decency were judged by the 
standards of a previous age. Canonical, foreign literature provided the 
adulterous wife in Anna Karenina and the repentant Magdalene in La Dame 
aux Camélias. Based on novels written in the nineteenth century, the ‘fallen 
women’ of these plays found acceptability in their ‘foreignness’ and the fates 
that befell them. The new plays, written by British, male dramatists 
characterised her as the seduced maiden (The Blindness of Virtue), the 
errant wife (Driven) and the rejected mistress (Outcast). While the latter three
67 The Times, 2 September 1914: p2.
Perhaps Miriam was wiser than her critics allowed. Writing in 1857, William Acton in his 
seminal work The Functions and Disorders of the Reproductive Organs was very clear about 
the likely outcome of a man marrying his faithful mistress. He observed that the ill-fated 
youth will almost certainly find that he has “learnt too late a bitter lesson for the rest of his 
life.” Acton predicted that male colleagues will no longer visit his home, his family may “try to 
make the best of matters” but that the women will “decline to look over the new-promoted 
wife’s antecedents.” He warned that the former mistress will “pine away, become cross­
tempered” and that “marriages of this sort rarely turn out w ell... the husband is often the first 
to see the error of his ways.” (Acton, 1857: p18 - 9.)
68 The Era, 9 September 1914: p8.
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plays received muted critical acclaim at the time, they all disappeared without 
trace as dramatic pieces. Only Outcast achieved any subsequent 
performances in the West End, with a run of twelve performances in 192669 
before its final demise. Thus the characterisation of this particular woman in 
1914 only found commercial acceptability with audiences when she 
conformed to the negative Victorian image of her type. The reception of 
these more ‘modern’ plays gives no indication that the ‘fallen woman’ had 
evolved beyond the image presented within the mid-nineteenth-century 
paintings that both castigated and condemned her.
While all of the ‘fallen women’ portrayed in the plays discussed here 
represent variations of the Victorian stereotype, the fate of each is ultimately 
controlled by a man. The only satisfactory outcome for these women, as 
judged by the polite society at the time, was to conform and marry, if any 
man would have them, or to die. Should they attempt to enter society on 
equal terms with other women their efforts usually ended in failure.
Miriam I long so to be something better, Geoffrey -  since 
I've known you -  to be some good in the world -  to take my 
place among the helpful ones. (She is nearly crying as she 
says it.) But they won’t have me. I can’t even help to raise 
the poor and the fallen because of what I am. There is no 
true woman’s life to be found outside of marriage70.
Such a view, voiced in a play written in the second decade of the twentieth 
century, confirms the ideology male British writers wished to convey to 
audiences of the day. Outside the walls of the theatre women fought, 
sometimes violently, for a degree of freedom from male domination in politics 
and society. On stage, men continued to control the selection of dramas to
69 The Regent Theatre, Kings Cross.
70 Davies, 1921: p260.
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be performed and thus maintained their stranglehold on the type of plays 
their fellow writers would produce. The comfortable world of popular, 
commercial theatre propagated the Victorian myths of womanhood which 
emphasised marriage as the pinnacle of women’s achievement. It is 
therefore no surprise that while ‘fallen women’ presented society with an 
underclass that were regarded as unsuitable to be wives, women who failed 
to find a husband, for whatever reason, were also treated as inferior to their 
married sisters.
Such women were stigmatised as failures and frequently attracted either 
sympathy or scorn from nineteenth-century society. Even the terminology 
used to describe single women was derogatory in the main and did little to 
encourage acceptance. These ‘redundant’, ‘superfluous’, ‘odd’ and 
sometimes ‘distressed’ gentlewomen were the antithesis of the ‘Angel in the 
House’. Unlike other Victorian stereotypical women, they failed even to 
provide the voyeuristic qualities of ‘demons’ or ‘fallen women’. Indeed, the 
ultimate insult and the fate most feared by Victorian women was that of 
becoming an ‘old maid’. The next chapter will examine how this most 
anachronistic of images was perpetuated on stage in London during the 
second decade of the twentieth century.
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Chapter Six: ‘Old Maids’
She thought of her sisters. Their loneliness was for life, poor 
things. Already they were old; and they would grow older, 
sadder, perpetually struggling to supplement that dividend 
from the precious capital-and merely that they might keep 
alive. Oh! -  her heart ached at the misery of such a 
prospect. How much better if the poor girls had never been 
born1.
Just as the ‘fallen woman’ was a manifestation associated with the 
Victorians, so the stereotypical ‘old maid’ had her origins in the ideologies of 
the nineteenth century. It was during this period that Britain ruled an Empire 
encompassing the entire globe; at its height it was the largest empire in 
history and, for over a century, Britain was the foremost global power. By 
1914 the stirrings of political unrest within many of the overseas territories, 
ruled or administered from London, had reached a level that could not be 
ignored. Despite this, however, the Establishment paid scant attention to the 
imminent demise of its traditional international status. As a vehicle for 
expressing dominant ideologies, the London stage might be seen as ideal for 
perpetuating the myths of Empire. Study of the plays will elicit whether the 
authors and theatre managers of the time took advantage of this opportunity. 
Of particular relevance is how these men portrayed women in relationship to
1 Gissing, 1893: p53.
George Gissing’s novel, The Odd Women, first published in 1893, explored the possibilities 
open to single women at the turn of the century. Dr. Madden, the father of six unmarried 
daughters, is accidentally killed in the first chapter of the book, leaving the girls penniless 
and without provision. The subsequent lives of the orphaned sisters take very different 
paths, encompassing the range of options open to single women at the end of the 
nineteenth century. One marries in desperation and suffers the consequences of an 
unhappy marriage, while another becomes a militant feminist and seeks fulfilment within an 
egalitarian marriage. Most pitied of all, however, are those Madden sisters whose destiny 
was to remain unmarried and to become ‘old maids’.
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the patriarchal, Victorian ideologies associated with world dominance and 
Empire.
The typical novel of the Victorian era reinforced the belief that the only 
respectable aspiration for members of the female sex lay within marriage; 
depicting the single woman as unfulfilled and pathetic, frequently relegating 
her to a subsidiary role in the story2. As such she was increasingly perceived 
as both superfluous and irrelevant3. Female protagonists within these works 
of fiction who remained unwed did so unwillingly or, if through choice, the 
inevitable outcome would be disaster. The occasional heroine who 
deliberately chose ‘spinsterhood’ invariably did so as a consequence of 
thwarted love or out of filial duty. In the years prior to the First World War, 
however, the “grand-daughters of the Victorian heroine were only beginning 
to rebel against this tradition.”4 Two decades after the publication of 
Gissing’s The Odd Women (1893), female awareness of possible 
alternatives to the negative connotations of ‘spinsterhood’ was growing. The 
image of the ‘old maid’, with its obvious implications of disappointment and 
failure, no longer presented a viable opposite to Patmore’s ‘Angel in the 
House’. Such an anachronistic and trite character offered little material for 
dramatists in 1914, existing primarily in the minds of those that 
sentimentalised an era that had already passed. ‘Angels’ continued to exist 
as iconic figures, revered by a predominantly patriarchal society and ‘fallen 
women’ provided voyeuristic pleasures. ‘Old maids’, by contrast, merited little
2 Hickok, 1981: p123.
3 See Basch, 1974: p175 -191.
4 Gorsky, 1973: p69.
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attention; Edwardian audiences preferred female characters who were either 
physically attractive or, at least, lived glamorous lives.
Stereotypical ‘old maids’, therefore, appeared infrequently on stage in 
the Edwardian era and rarely as more than minor adjuncts to the plot. A 
typical example may be found in Magdalen Ponsonby’s comedy, Idle Women 
(1914) which was staged at the Little Theatre in June 19145. Miss Chapman 
is described in the Dramatis Personae for the play as:
A spinster of uncertain age, who makes bad jokes and 
laughs at them. She is made into slavery by Lady Ditcham 
and Lady Mordaunt, as she finishes what they have begun.
Her life has made her a toady6.
The unfortunate woman contributes little to the story. Her appearance is, at 
best, as a foil to stronger personalities in the playlet, a technique employed 
regularly in Victorian and Edwardian popular drama. Her character, however, 
exemplified one of the many possible manifestations of the ‘old maid’ open to 
the author.
Just as the characteristics and presentations of ‘angels’ and ‘fallen 
women’ varied across a spectrum of possibilities, so the stereotype of the 
‘old maid’ could not be confined to a single depiction. Defining the ‘old maid’ 
was straightforward: she was the woman who could not marry. This precise 
description, however, encompassed a wide range of possible circumstances 
and situations and the resulting image is complex and diverse. For example, 
Auerbach describes the Victorian ‘old maid’ as “[gjrotesque, out of nature,
5 Described by the author as a “Study in Futility In One Act and Two Scenes” (Ponsonby, 
1914.) Idle Women achieved just two matinée performances by the feminist Pioneer Players, 
sharing the bill with two other One Act plays. The play describes the futile lives of the ‘smart 
set’, for which the author held impeccable credentials, being the daughter of Sir Hugh 
Ponsonby, a former private secretary to Queen Victoria.
6 Ibid: Dramatis Personae
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her very name reducing itself to a snicker, she is unwanted even by the 
devil.”7 In contrast, Showalter suggests that the image that was popular at 
the end of the nineteenth century combined elements of “the lesbian, the 
angular spinster, and the hysterical feminist.”8 These graphic 
representations, inflicted upon, rather than chosen, by the women they seek 
to describe, provide classic renditions of a stereotype as previously defined 
in Chapter Two. The transition from passive to aggressive imagery can be 
charted across the Victorian and Edwardian eras.
At the beginning of the nineteenth century commentators depicted the 
single woman as a comic figure, preying on unsuspecting men or sacrificially 
ministering to the needs of ungrateful male relatives. As such the ‘old maid’ 
was a figure of pity and derision. By the time Victoria began her reign in June 
1837, an unmarried woman over the age of thirty was regarded as a social 
outcast9. If she had the misfortune to lack wealth or the protection of an 
indulgent family, then contemporary critics wrote her off as an “anomaly, one 
of the few but inevitable failures of the match-making business.”10 As such, 
she was regarded as a social and often moral problem, while suffering the 
added indignity of being ruthlessly sensationalised in contemporary literature. 
Caroline Helstone11 in Charlotte Bronte’s Sh/r/ey (1849), Miss Haversham12
7 Auerbach, 1982: p109.
8 Showalter, 1992: p23.
9 An article in The Odd Fellow of 29th June 1839 unkindly charts the fictitious “Diary of an Old 
Maid” from the age of fifteen to fifty. Although intended as a parody of a ‘spinster’s’ life, the 
article presents a revealing commentary on how she was perceived at the time. (See 
Appendix 3.)
10 Hickok, 1981: p120.
11 Caroline Helstone, a thinly disguised mouthpiece for Bronte herself, discovers that society 
has made victims of unmarried women, despite the fact that they are frequently more useful 
than their married sisters. Caroline is a sad shadow, who lives a melancholic existence, 
withdrawn from society and only able to achieve satisfaction through the lives of others. 
Embarrassed by her situation, she effaces herself as much as possible, while “pining away
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in Charles Dickens’s Great Expectations (1860) and Miss Matty Jenkins in 
Elizabeth Gaskell’s Cranford (1853) all epitomised the type. Indeed, the latter 
was so redolent of the Victorian ‘old maid’ that she is frequently proffered as 
the quintessential embodiment of the stereotype13.
The increasing proportion of women to men during the nineteenth 
century precluded thousands of single females from finding a suitable 
husband. Despite these demographics, matrimony continued to be the ideal 
state both in fiction and in fact. Those who did not marry were deemed to be 
‘surplus women’ by the Victorians, who saw them as “doomed to an 
unhappily penniless and lonely existence, unenriched by the social cachet 
and putative material comforts” of marriage14. The wedded state was the 
ultimate goal for Victorian heroines and those that failed to achieve this often 
succumbed to an early death or decline15. Educated with the expectation of
during the degrading wait for a husband” who would finally justify her existence (Basch, 
1974: p104.)
12 As a wealthy young woman, Miss Haversham was jilted by her fiancée five minutes 
before her wedding. Many years later, she lives her life through her adopted ward, Estella, 
taking revenge on men and on the book’s hero, Pip, in particular. Miss Haversham is a 
manic, pitiable character; shutting herself away in her mansion, dressed still in her tattered 
wedding dress and surrounded by the remains of the decayed wedding feast. Her depiction 
is an extreme example of the Victorian ‘spinster’.
13 Auerbach, 1982: pi 14, Gorsky, 1973: p71, Langland, 1995: p113.
While it is suggested that Miss Matty may once have contemplated marriage, some thirty or 
forty years have elapsed since any serious opportunity arose and she is destined to remain 
single for the rest of her life. Failure of her investments leads to the loss of her sole income 
and she is thrown upon the good will of her friends to find an alternative means of support. 
Fortunately all is resolved with the miraculous return of her long-lost brother: supported by a 
male relative she happily reverts back to her cherished position as protected spinster.
14 Levine, 1989: p151.
Jane in Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre (1847) is an orphan with no male relative to support 
her. Although superficially independent, having taken on the role of a governess - one of the 
few respectable alternative occupations for unmarried Victorian middle- and upper-class 
women -  her station in life is only fulfilled as the wife of Mr. Rochester at the end of the 
novel. Even in Bronte’s Shirley, both heroines, Caroline and Shirley, despite brief flirtations 
with independence, succumb to the inevitable and are engaged to be married by the final 
pages of the novel.
15 Gorsky’s survey of seventy-four novels from this period, written by nineteen different 
authors, revealed that these concluded with seventy-five happy marriages, while seventeen 
heroines died or went into decline; there were six reconciliations, four deaths of the hero,
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marriage in mind, many poorer, middle-class ‘victims’ of this process joined 
the ranks of the ‘distressed gentlewomen’ and were forced to find alternative 
means of support16. The majority of Victorian fictional models helped to 
perpetuate the myth of the helpless, timid, dependent woman, who adopted 
a demeanour of false dignity17. Those women who were forced to earn their 
own living rather than “spending and husbanding the earnings of men” and 
carrying out the “natural duties and labours of wives and mothers ... 
completing, sweetening, and embellishing the lives of others” were regarded 
as “incomplete”18. Described as “abnormal... wretched and deteriorating, 
their minds narrowing, and their hearts withering, because they have nothing 
to do, and none to love, cherish and obey”19, they were considered to be a 
“problem to be solved, the evil and anomaly to be cured.”20
By the early years of the twentieth century, however, a significant 
minority of women were beginning to question the assumptions of earlier 
generations. Theatre provided a vehicle for expression of such ‘modern’ 
views and a generation of female playwrights attempted to present
one unhappy marriage but only three peaceful resignations to spinsterhood (Gorsky, 1973: 
p84.)
16 Hammerton, 1977: p52.
17 — , 1978: p52.
18 Greg, 1869: p5.
William Rathbone Greg was an anti-feminist. His essay entitled ‘Why are Women 
Redundant?’ first appeared in the National Review in 1862 and was subsequently published 
as a pamphlet in 1869.
19 Ibid: p6.
20 Ibid: p11 original italics.
Numerous letters and articles were printed in The Times and other newspapers throughout 
the 1860s. Even in 1885 Greg’s views continued to meet with male approval. One provincial 
correspondent suggested that the thousands of “husbandless” women left behind when 
“marriageable men emigrate” would probably turn to immoral lives. In doing so “they will 
most likely be degraded and will degrade” and would “surely flood our public ways and 
pollute our social life in the future.” He proposed that “in the great English communities 
abroad they would certainly be quickly sought in marriage” and once there “they would be 
honourable and a source of happiness.” (The Bristol Mercury and Daily Post, 24 August 
1885: p6.)
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unmarried, independent women in a different light. Having evolved almost 
unrecognisably from the Victorian ‘old maid’, the New Woman rejected the 
assumptions and negative connotations of her predecessor. The influence of 
this new generation, together with the changing attitudes of society generally 
to the role of women, relegated the ‘old maid’ to the pages of history. Her 
pathetic, downtrodden figure no longer held any value as a theatrical device 
within the framework of serious drama. She had featured as the butt of jokes 
in the music halls and as a figure of fun in Victorian and Edwardian 
pantomimes, often being played by a man21. The use of such imagery 
confined her to the realms of comedy which prejudiced her appearance in 
dramatic theatre. Seeking to perpetuate the values and ideologies of the 
past, the ‘old school’ of popular, male writers continued to present female 
stereotypes with which the majority of audiences could relate. The ‘old maid’ 
had become too extreme in her anachronism and therefore failed to meet the 
necessary criteria for inclusion in the commercial dramas of 1914. Only one 
playwright, William Somerset Maugham, dared to flout this convention, when 
he presented The Land of Promise (1913) at the Duke of York’s Theatre in 
February 1914. Despite the unfashionable nature of its subject matter, 
concentrating as it did on the story of a typical ‘spinster’, the play ran for 185 
performances and brought financial success to its author22. That audiences
21 For example, Dan Leno played Sister Anne, the “ugly, elderly spinster, laughable in her 
sexual inexperience and need” in the Drury Lane pantomime of 1901 -  2 (Bratton, 1996: 
p98.)
22 The Land of Promise ran from 26th February until 7th August 1914, when the outbreak of 
war prematurely cut short the production. The only other West End performances took place 
in 1917 and 1928, then the play disappeared from mainstream theatrical production. The 
play was revived in 1947 for fourteen performances at the Theatre Royal, Stratford, East 
London, which The Times describes as “a charming small theatre that has now been 
recovered for the drama after having been used for some time as a music hall.” (MacQueen- 
Pope, 1947.) A subsequent BBC production in 1958 drew accusations that the play was 
pornographic and the reviewer was shocked to realise that Somerset Maugham was
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apparently enjoyed such an outmoded topic for their entertainment may, in 
part, be attributed to the publicity generated by theatre reviewers. The 
‘shocking’ nature of some of the scenes, which included physical violence 
and suggestions of marital rape, appealed to the voyeuristic natures of many 
of the members of the public. The playwright’s unconventional attitude to his 
work and his indifference to the approval of his peers also contributed to the 
novelty value of his drama.
Maugham was sceptical about the intellectual value of his plays, novels 
and short stories, stressing their contribution as works of entertainment23. 
Indeed, he frequently observed that his intention was to please audiences 
with his plays and that they were not to be taken seriously24. In his opinion, 
prose drama was a minor and ephemeral art25, with the printed copy on 
library shelves representing the only legacy of its short-lived existence on 
stage26. Maugham expressed his viewpoint regarding the topicality of drama 
in the Preface to The Land of Promise.
The day before yesterday’s newspaper is not more dead 
than the play of twenty years ago. I suppose no form of art 
has a more vivid appeal than the drama, but it is just this 
vividness that makes it so impermanent... [I]t achieves the 
illusion of truth by reproducing ... the manners and customs 
of the day... [Tjhe persons of [the] play are moved by the 
sentiments of their time; the problems that perplex them, the 
emotions that drive them, however universally human they 
may be, are coloured by their age... Sentiments change too, 
and a change of manners has made the subjection of wives 
to their husbands ... bear a ludicrous air27.
“broaching as early as 1914 a subject which still restricts D.H. Lawrence’s most celebrated 
work to Paris bookstalls.” (The Times, 21 April 1958: p3.)
23 Ross, 1947: p219.
24 Fielden, 1958: p218.
25 Ibid: p222.
26 Cordell, 1954: p205.
27 Maugham, 1931 : px - xi.
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Described as “comedies of manners”, the survival of plays such as The 
Land of Promise depended upon their ability to continue to amuse audiences 
after “violent changes in the manners and surfaces of society have taken 
place.”28 Clearly, The Land of Promise was never destined to endure beyond 
the early twentieth century when, even at its inception, it was anachronistic. 
That his plays were unfashionable was of little concern to Maugham, who 
refused to pander to the progressive, yet minority, views of the intellectuals. 
Secure in his popularity with audiences29, he disregarded the criticisms of the 
intelligentsia who found his work shallow and of little literary merit30. This 
contempt for fashion is clearly demonstrated in The Land of Promise which 
tackles issues that are more in keeping with the ideology of his audiences' 
grandparents rather than that of their own generation. Responding to the 
essential conservatism of the Establishment, he wrote a play that confirmed 
traditional, Victorian ideologies31. Having chosen a modern version of 
Shakespeare’s The Taming of the Shrew, Maugham based the details of his 
story directly upon events that occurred within his own family32. The resulting
28 Cordell, 1954: p205.
29 By 1914, Maugham was a popular figure, having published ten novels and with a 
succession of plays produced in London. His first play, Man of Honour, reached the stage in 
1903 to critical acclaim and in 1908 he had four plays running concurrently in the West End. 
A further five plays were staged before the outbreak of war in 1914.
30 Cordell, 1954: p214.
31 Maugham claims to have written the play in response to a request from the American 
theatre producer, Charles Frohman, who had leased the Duke of York’s Theatre in 1897. 
Frohman’s biggest and most memorable success came in 1904 with the introduction of J.M. 
Barrie’s Peter Pan at the Duke of York’s. Having encouraged Maugham to write The Land of 
Promise Frohman managed the production at his theatre in 1914. He died the following year 
on board the R.M.S. Lusitania when it was sunk by a German submarine off the coast of 
Ireland.
32 Maugham, 1931: pxiii.
To ensure accuracy and authenticity, Maugham spent time on a farm in the mid-West of 
Canada researching his project.
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drama, while arguably not one of his better works, won plaudits from the 
critics33 and approval from audiences.
The Land of Promise was a typical ‘well made play’ and followed the 
formulaic conventions of the rest of Maugham’s writing. Contemporary critics 
pointed out that, although he appeared to introduce a wide-ranging variety of 
individual female characters within his plays, books and short stories, the 
essential problem of the heroine in each was remarkably similar. She sought 
a solution to her sexual problems and inevitably found the answer by 
attaching herself to an unsuitable man. In addition, the responses of 
Maugham’s characters to difficult situations are always extreme and, in some 
cases, perverse34. These traits lie at the core of the plot in The Land of 
Promise which presents Norah Marsh, a twenty-eight year old unmarried 
woman, as its main female protagonist.
During the opening scenes of The Land of Promise Norah is 
husbandless, unsupported and working in the household of a rich ‘spinster’. 
As such, she is dismissed as insignificant by her employer’s relatives. She is 
even pitied by her unmarried friend, Miss Pringle, who is secure in the 
knowledge that she has a brother to maintain her if she should lose her job 
as a lady’s companion. The curtain rises at the beginning of the play to 
reveal a drawing room in Tunbridge Wells. Although the play is set in 1912, 
Maugham’s description of the scene clearly indicates that the room is styled 
in the Victorian manner, with an excess of furniture and clutter. Chintz and 
lace abound and every surface is covered with porcelain ornaments, silver­
33 The Land of Promise was one of only three plays reviewed in full in the Annual Register 
for 1914. (The chronicle of British and world history published each year since 1758.) The 
other two were Shaw’s Pygmalion and Knoblauch’s My Lady’s Dress (1915: p69 - 70.)
34 Ross, 1947: p227.
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framed photographs, plants and vases of flowers. The walls are wallpapered 
with patterns of giant chrysanthemums and covered by a large number of 
old-fashioned watercolours in gilt frames35. The opening conversation 
reveals that Norah Marsh has been lady’s companion to Miss Wickham, a 
“rich, querulous old maid”36, for ten years and that the difficult and 
cantankerous old woman has just died.
Miss Pringle How you stood it! Exacting, domineering, 
disagreeable.
Norah Yes, I suppose she was. Because she paid me a 
salary she thought I wasn’t a human being. I never saw 
anyone with such a bitter tongue. At first I used to cry every 
night when I went to bed because of the things she said to 
me. But I got used to them.
Miss Pringle I wonder you didn’t leave her. I would have.
Norah It’s not so easy to get posts as lady’s companion.
Miss Pringle That’s true. They tell me the agents’ books are 
full of people wanting situations. Before I went to Mrs.
Hubbard I was out of one for nearly two years.
Norah It’s not so bad for you. You can always go and stay 
with your brother37.
Immediately it is clear that Norah and her friend Miss Pringle are ‘spinsters’ 
within the framework of the Victorian description, rather than that of the 
twentieth-century’s New Woman. They are dependent either on the 
generosity of their male relatives or must find employment within the only 
respectable callings for middle-class women, as governesses or ladies’ 
companions. Miss Pringle later observes: “My dear, there are so few things a
35 Maugham, 1931 : p217.
36 The Sketch, 25th March 1914: p366.
37 — , 1931: p219.
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gentlewoman can do.”38 At no point in the play do the women consider 
alternative possibilities apart from marriage.
Miss Pringle I hope she’s left you well provided for.
Norah {With a smile) Oh, I think she’s done that. Two years 
ago when I nearly went away she said she’d left me enough 
to live upon.
Miss Pringle You don’t mean when that assistant of Dr.
Evans wanted to marry you? I’m glad you wouldn’t have him.
Norah He was very nice. But, of course, he wasn’t a 
gentleman.
Miss Pringle I shouldn’t like to live with a man at all; I think 
they’re horrid, but, of course, it would be impossible if he 
weren’t a gentleman39.
The reading of Miss Wickham’s will, dated from nine years earlier, 
reveals that the old lady had failed to make good her promise to Norah. Her 
nephew, as sole living relative inherits the entire estate and, under the 
influence of his greedy wife, he chooses to ignore the old lady’s intentions to 
provide for her companion of the last ten years40. Norah is left penniless and 
after attempts to find another position fail, she is left with little option but to 
appeal to her brother who has a farm on the Prairies in Manitoba, Canada41.
Norah I tried to get another position as lady’s companion. I 
answered advertisements. I hung about agents’ offices ...
38 Ibid: p234.
39 Ibid: p221.
40 This element of the plot is redolent of Jane Austen’s Sense and Sensibility (1811) when 
the unfortunate Dashwood sisters are left impoverished after their father’s death. In Austen’s 
novel it is their step-brother, under the influence of his greedy wife, who fails to carry out 
their father’s wishes that they should be provided for. Inevitably, however, the sisters find 
fulfilment in marriage by the end of the book.
41 After years of disappointing economic growth at the end of the nineteenth century,
Canada experienced an economic ‘boom’ during the period between the beginning of the 
twentieth century and the outbreak of the First World War. The newly created Dominion of 
Canada experienced dramatic economic expansion, particularly in agriculture. This recently- 
acquired prosperity attracted unprecedented numbers of immigrants. In 1896,17,000 people 
arrived in Canada; in 1913 this had increased to over 400,000. Approximately a third of 
these immigrants purchased homesteads in the West. Hundreds of thousands of people 
poured into the Prairie provinces, including Manitoba, which saw an increase in population in 
the first decade of the century of nearly one million people (Kelley and Trebilcock, 1998: 
p14, 111-2 . )
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Two people offered to take me without a salary. One woman 
suggested ten shillings a week and my lunch. She expected 
me to find myself a room, clothes, breakfast and supper on 
ten shillings a week. That settled me. I wrote to Eddie and 
said I was coming. When I’d paid my fare I had eight pounds 
in the world. That’s the result of ten year’s work as lady’s 
companion42.
Norah thus became one of the thousands of unmarried, middle-class 
women that left England to begin a new life overseas, following a tradition 
that started in the middle of the nineteenth century. This exodus, precipitated 
by the census of 1851, began with the public awareness of the numbers of 
‘surplus’ women in the country. Labelled as a social ‘problem’43, women 
continued to outnumber men in Britain, with the ratio rising throughout the 
nineteenth century44. Society became concerned as fewer single women 
seemed likely ever to achieve their destiny of marriage and motherhood45.
In 1869, William Greg added to the debate. His solution was to “redress 
the balance” of a surplus of women in Britain and an equivalent shortfall in 
the colonies; a “disturbance which has wrought so much mischief in both
42 Maugham, 1931: p251.
43 Female emigration from Britain during the first half of the nineteenth century was part of 
the larger project to relieve pressure on state assistance programmes. The journey was 
hazardous and the facilities on arrival were unpredictable at best. Middle-class women were 
unaccustomed to travelling alone, even within the boundaries of their native land; therefore it 
is not surprising that only a few, very courageous, single women of the class made the 
undertaking before 1850 (Hammerton, 1978: p46.)
44 The Census of 1851 stated that “the number of people in Great Britain, including the 
Islands in the British Seas, on March 31st, 1851, was 20,959,477 ... and that females 
exceed the males in the great and imaginary procession by five hundred thousand.” (1852: 
pxxv - vi.) By 1901 the figure for ‘excess’ women had escalated to well over a million, with a 
steady increase over the intervening years (Lewis, 1984.) Various factors contributed to 
these statistics: male mortality was higher than female mortality, male emigration was 
substantial and large numbers of men in the armed forces and merchant navy remained 
permanently abroad. In addition, middle-class men, in particular, were delaying marriage, 
creating a “growing force of reluctant spinsters” (Hammerton, 1978: p28, 31.)
45 By 1862 reformers of all gender-political aspirations united in their view that emigration 
was a “relatively easy, practical solution to single educated women’s precarious financial 
circumstances” (Chilton, 2007: p80.) Research in 1891 indicated that the problem affected 
the middle classes disproportionately, with unmarried women between the ages of thirty-five 
and forty-five outnumbering men by three to one in the richer suburbs (Lewis, 1984: p4.)
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lands”46. He proposed the removal of half a million “superfluous” women from 
the ‘mother-country’ to the colonies, thus causing the surplus to “vanish as 
by magic”47.
While the removal of impoverished families and individuals to distant 
parts of the British Empire was encouraged at home, it was met with derision 
in the colonies, where the scheme was labelled as ‘shovelling out paupers’48. 
Emigration was also associated with depravity, distress, prostitution and 
convict transportation49. As Norah’s brother in Canada observes in Act Two:
Marsh This was the dumping ground for all the idlers, 
drunkards and scallywags in England. They had the delusion 
over there that if a man was too big a rotter to do anything at 
all in England he’d only got to be sent out here and he’d 
make a fortune50.
46 Greg, 1869: p15.
The Captain of an emigrant ship, writing in The Times in 1850, was one of the first to 
recognise the problem and suggest a solution. He proposed:
“an extensive system of emigration of all classes, and to all colonies; confining itself as 
much as possible to such as are burdensome to the country, and cannot find employment 
here; and if, in so doing this, we were to send to those countries wanting women such 
families as contained fewest males we might kill two birds with one stone." (The Times, 7 
January 1850: p5.)
47 Greg, 1869: p34.
The most celebrated response to Greg’s essay came from Frances Power Cobbe, a leading 
feminist of the age. Her essay “What Shall We Do with Our Old Maids?” appeared in 
Fraser’s Magazine, a general and literary journal with allegiances to the Tories, shortly after 
the original publication of Greg’s article in 1862. In this she argued that marriage was not 
necessarily the only means of fulfilment for women and that not all marriages were 
successful. She proposed that, while some educated, single women would benefit from 
living overseas, the lives of the majority left behind in England should be improved with 
suitable employment and rights (Cobbe, 1862.)
48 Chilton, 2007: p20.
49 Writing in 1900, Miss M.M. Mallock of Montreal proudly observes that “Canada has never 
been a penal settlement; it has escaped the demoralizing influences of slavery; and neither 
its climatic nor other conditions have been of a kind to attract the incapable and the idle. The 
fact that Canada possesses at yet no hereditary criminal class is an honourable distinction” 
(National Council of Women of Canada, 1900: p409.)
50 Maugham, 1931: p244.
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By the 1910s, settlers acknowledged the harshness of conditions and the 
unsuitability of many of the women arriving in Canada. One female immigrant 
offered advice to those contemplating trying their luck in the colony51.
The woman with iron in her blood will meet all fate's 
challenges halfway and master every emergency. The kind 
that has a rabbit heart and sits down to weep and wail should 
not essay adventures in the Canadian West .
In 1862 a small group of philanthropic Victorian feminists set up the 
Female Middle-Class Emigration Society (F.M.C.E.S.) with the purpose of 
increasing female emigration to the colonies. Their imperialistic aim was to 
transform countries within the British Empire, by reforming the ‘uncivilised’ 
inhabitants under the superior influence and civilizing mission of the English 
educated woman. By marrying respectable colonists and bearing their 
children, these women would “refine and cultivate the New World”53. The 
widespread belief at the time was that the Englishwoman was innately
51 Officially Canada ceased to be a British colony in 1867, when the Constitution Act joined 
four provinces together as ‘one Dominion under the name of Canada’. Manitoba did not 
enter the Dominion until 1870. Complete independence from Britain was achieved 
incrementally over the next century and the literal independence of Canada as a colony is 
particularly difficult to date (Bennett, 2004: p109.) The dispute as to whether Canada was a 
British Colony continued until at least 1955 when a case in the High Court of Justice 
highlighted the ambiguity (The Times, 11 February 1955: p5.) The British Parliament 
continued to refer to Canada as a “our most important colony ” as late as 1909 (The Times,
19 February 1909: p6 - 8.) The Times also reported that the toast to Queen Victoria at a 
banquet in honour of her Diamond Jubilee in 1897 included the sentiment: “In their hearts all 
the people of Canada, like all colonists throughout the world, were proud of being subjects of 
the Queen.” This was greeted by “loud cheers” from the audience (The Times, 30 June 
1897: p10.) The women of Canada endorsed this sentiment. In a publication produced by 
the National Council of Women of Canada specifically for the Paris International Exhibition of 
1900, the writer states that “Canada’s position in the British Empire is like that of an eldest 
son coming of age. Practically absolved from dependence and beyond arbitrary control, the 
bond of affection and gratitude is only more closely drawn....[A]t the end of the 19th century 
[a] steadfast spirit animates the Women of Canada, who stand ready to make an even 
greater sacrifice to maintain the integrity of that Empire.” (National Council of Women of 
Canada, 1900: p14.) In the same publication a writer named Lily Dougall states: “The loyalty 
of the colonists is intense to a degree that is almost pathetic. It is pathetic because the 
Mother Country has no conception of its strength and ... little appreciation of its value.
Loyalty to the throne is pre-eminently the great touch of nature that makes all British 
colonists akin.” (National Council of Women of Canada, 1900: p20 -1.)
52Laut, 1915: p79.
53 Hammerton, 1978: p45.
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superior and more refined than females of other nationalities, giving her a 
“unique capacity to influence male society”54. The Chairman of the
F.M.C.E.S. is quoted as saying that “the mother country could not confer a 
greater benefit on the colonies than by supplying them with that of which 
there was such a lack in the colonies -  a superior class of female 
emigrant.”55 His view was shared by a Member of Parliament, Mr. M. Milnes, 
whose opinion was recorded in The Times.
What the colonists wanted was an infusion of women who 
would not only redress the numerical disproportion between 
the sexes under which their society so heavily suffered, but 
would humanize and elevate their tone and manners56.
The combination of imperial class and racial superiority, with the sentimental 
tradition of refined English motherhood, generated the concept of the 
Englishwoman as an “invincible global civilizing agent”57. Norah Marsh, while 
not sharing the arrogance of the male commentators of the previous century, 
was optimistic about her situation when she reached Canada.
Norah finds her new life in Canada “so strange”. She reveals: “In 
England they think it’s so different from what it really is. I thought I should
have a horse to ride. I expected dances and tennis parties.”58 Her aspirations
to a genteel existence in her new home are severely at odds with the reality 
of the situation. The refined gentlewoman who regarded herself above 
domestic labour59 was unwanted and even vilified by the settler women
54 Ibid: p46.
55 Daily News, 3 November 1862: p3.
56 The Times, 3 November 1862: p10.
57 — , 1978: p163.
58 Maugham, 1931: p283.
59 The demand for domestic servants, in the Winnipeg area alone, was insatiable. At the turn 
of the nineteenth century, Winnipeg became the ‘shock’ city of Canada. From being a 
settlement of only a few hundred people in 1871, its population trebled within the ten years
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amongst whom she had come to live60. Having arrived as the quintessential 
“English gentlewoman, a rather spit-fire person, among the rugged hewers of 
wood and drawers of water”61, Norah manages to alienate her sister-in-law, 
Gertie. Despite Norah’s attempts to adapt to the roughness of farming life, 
Gertie wastes little time in finding an opportunity to humiliate her. When 
Norah drops and breaks a cup, Gertie seizes the moment to remind her who 
is in charge in the household, demanding an apology and accusing Norah of 
“playing the lady”62.
Gertie She said she was sorry as if she was doing me a 
favour.
Norah You don’t expect me to go down on my knees to you?
The cup’s worth twopence....
Gertie You can’t do anything; you’re more helpless than a 
child of six. You’re all the same, all of you.
Norah You’re not going to abuse the whole British nation 
because I’ve broken a cup worth twopence, are you?
Gertie And the airs you put on. Condescending isn’t the 
word. It’s enough to try the patience of a saint... You’ve 
never done a stroke of work in your life, and you come here 
and think you can teach me everything63.
Norah’s brother explains his wife’s behaviour as characteristic of a greater 
Canadian prejudice.
Marsh You see, you’ve got to take the blame for all the 
English people who came here in the past and were lazy,
from 1903 to 1913 to 150,000. The city attracted a high proportion of male and seasonal 
workers for the timber industries and the railways, which added to its frontier character 
(Porter, 1991: p229.) In early June, 1911 a party of two hundred British domestic servants 
arrived in Winnipeg. All of them found employment in the district west of the city in a single 
afternoon (Johnson, 1913: p264.)
60 Alessio, 1997: p244.
61 The Sketch, 25th March 1914: p366.
62 Maugham, 1931: p249.
63 Ibid.
This incident echoes the similar experience of Agnes Christina Laut, a genuine Canadian 
settler. “I'll not forget, myself, the semi-comic episode of rescuing an English woman from 
destitution and having her correct my Canadian expressions five minutes after I had given 
her a roof.” (Laut, 1915: p50.)
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worthless and supercilious. They called us Colonials and 
turned up their noses at us. What d’you expect us to do?
Say, Thank you very much, sir; we know we’re not worthy to 
black your boots; and don’t bother to work -  it’ll be a 
pleasure for us to give you money? It’s no good blinking the 
fact, there was a great prejudice against the English, but it’s 
giving way now, and every sensible man and woman who 
comes out can do something to destroy it64.
The second act culminates in Gertie forcing Norah to apologise to her in 
front of all the hired hands on the farm. The humiliation proves to be too 
much for Norah, who resorts to the only escape available to an ‘old maid’.
She tells Frank, one of the farm workers, that she will marry him.
Norah I’ve understood that I’m not wanted here. I’m in the 
way. You said just now you wanted a woman to cook and 
bake for you, wash and mend your clothes, and keep your 
shack clean and tidy. Will I do?
Taylor (Rather amused) Sure....
Norah (With a twinkle in her eye) I’m afraid you’ll have to 
marry me.
Taylor I guess it would be more respectable65.
Norah’s pride forces her to take a “foolish jump from the frying pan into -  
matrimony.”66 Such a response is indicative of a reaction in keeping with her 
stereotype and in line with the expectations of generations of single women 
who, like Norah, had emigrated to the colonies67.
Employment agencies provided plenty of opportunities for single women 
who were prepared to take on manual labour and the prospects for such girls 
were good. The promotional literature for female emigration societies from
64 Maugham, 1931 : p253.
65 Ibid: p262.
66 The Sketch, 25th March 1914: p366.
67 The incentive for female emigration did not lie only in the prospect of a civilising marriage, 
however attractive that might have been. The F.M.C.E.S. argued that middle-class women 
would find opportunities in the colonies for work they had been excluded from in the “male- 
privileged, over-peopled British context” and that they would be able to lead “stimulating, 
economically independent lives overseas.” (Chilton, 2007: p23.)
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1840 to the end of the 1920s, however, frequently led their readers to believe 
that marriage was a likely outcome for emigrants to the less-populated 
regions of the colonies68. Indeed, Frank Taylor, Norah’s future husband, tells 
her soon after they first meet that “Canadian girls think twice before taking a 
farmer”. Having decided it was time for him to marry he was “thinking of 
going to one of them employment agencies when I get to Winnipeg and 
looking the girls over.”69 Norah protests:
Norah Like sheep
Taylor I don’t know anything about sheep, I’ve never had to 
do with sheep.
Norah And do you think you know anything about women?
Taylor I guess I can tell if they’re strong and willing. And so 
long as they ain’t cock-eyed I don’t mind taking the rest on 
trust.
Norah And what inducement is there for a girl to have you?
Trotter That’s why he wants to catch 'em young, when 
they’ve just landed and don’t know much .
From the 1880s to 1914 a variety of female emigration societies had 
taken over from the F.M.C.E.S.71. By 1900 these societies had set up a 
network of reception centres, lodgings and employment agencies in all the 
major cities. Occasionally the Young Women’s Christian Association 
(Y.W.C.A.) participated, providing ‘welcoming hostels’ for the women72. After 
Norah’s proposal to Frank, he tells her that they will “catch the three-thirty
68 Ibid: p88.
69 Maugham, 1931: p245.
70 Ibid: p245 - 6.
71 These societies helped over 20,000 women to emigrate to the countries of the British 
Empire, often providing loans to ‘distressed gentlewomen’ to pay for their passage and initial 
upkeep.
72 Hammerton, 1978: p142 - 51.
In 1912, the year in which The Land of Promise is set, the Canadian branch of the Y.W.C.A. 
had twenty-five bureaux where it boarded, lodged and found employment for female 
immigrants (Johnson, 1913.)
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train to Winnipeg. You can go to the Y.W.C.A for the night and we’ll be 
buckled up in the morning.”73 The consequences of Norah’s rash behaviour 
are summarised by the theatre critic of The Sketch:
Alas! Poor Norah, she married a young farmer, fancying 
perhaps, that his struggles with raw Nature might have made 
him one of her gentlemen, which was not the case. He was a 
mere brute, who set to work like a brute to subjugate his 
vixenish wife ... [then] by threat of brute strength, forces upon 
his wife the accomplishment of her matrimonial contract74.
In Act Three Norah briefly exhibits an independent spirit which is rapidly 
quashed by her new husband. At the end of the act he tells Norah: “I guess 
you’re beat, my girl. There’s only one law here, and that’s the law of the 
strongest. You’ve got to do what I want because I can make you.”75 Norah’s 
capitulation fulfils the Victorian ideology of male-female relationships, as 
proscribed by the nineteenth century physiologist, Alexander Walker76.
It is evident that the man, possessing reasoning 
faculties, muscular power, and the courage to employ 
it, is qualified for being a protector: the woman, being 
little capable of reasoning, feeble and timid, requires 
protection. Under such circumstances, the man 
naturally governs, the woman as naturally obeys.... The 
ill-temper and obstinacy of women never do any thing 
else than augment their ills and the bad conduct of 
husbands77.
73 Maugham, 1931: p263.
74 The Sketch, 25th March 1914: p366.
The article is signed “E.F.S. (Monocle.)” Edward Fordham Spence was the eminent theatre 
critic of The Westminster Review.
75 — , 1931: p285.
76 Alexander Walker was a Scottish physiologist who published a trilogy of books on the 
subject of women in the 1830s and 1840s. These books were wide-ranging in their 
investigations and subject matter and were eagerly adopted as significant texts in the 
Victorian era, when the topic became a major preoccupation. Although Walker was a 
lecturer in anatomy and physiology, his career was mainly literary and his publications were 
intended for general readership rather than specifically for scientists (Cooper, 1992.)
77 Walker, 1898: p32 - 3.
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Overwhelmed by the brutality of her husband, Norah eventually submits 
to the role of ‘angelic’ wife. Her period of rebellion over, she demonstrates 
that “most feminine of virtues”, submissiveness. The patriarchal family 
structure demanded the total submission of women to the will of others, be it 
to God and the clergy or to their father, brother or husband. “Submission and 
duty were the ruling principles of Victorian life.”78 The Times reported that the 
violent scene of Norah’s cowering under her husband’s fist was “greeted by 
the greater part of the audience with applause almost as violent.”79 Clearly, 
Edwardian audiences continued to sympathise with the ‘ruling principles’ of 
their parents’ and grandparents’ generations.
Acts Three and Four of The Land of Promise chart Frank’s ‘taming’ of 
Norah. In the final scene Norah receives two letters from England; one 
containing a cheque for five hundred pounds from Miss Wickham’s repentant 
nephew and the other offering her a comfortable position as a lady’s 
companion. Predictably Norah rejects the opportunity to return to England in 
favour of remaining in Canada with the husband she has come to love. The 
satisfactory conclusion confirms Frank’s opinion in Act Three, “I always 
fancied an Englishwoman. They make the best wives when they’ve been 
licked into shape.”80 The critic in The Sketch, however, found it “absurd to 
imagine that the woman ever forgave the man. We are even asked to believe 
that she came to love him. I do not believe this.”81
78 Chambers-Schiller, 1978: p42.
79 The Times, 27 February 1914: p10.
80 Maugham, 1931: p272.
81 The Sketch, 25th March 1914: p366.
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Norah concludes the play by making a suitably imperialistic speech, 
which would have appealed to the conservative traditionalists in the 
audience.
Norah I know the life now. It’s not adventurous and exciting.
For men and women it’s the same hard work from morning till 
night, and I know it’s the women who bear the greater 
burden.... for the women it’s always the same, cooking, 
mending, washing, sweeping. And yet it’s all got meaning.
We, too, have our part in opening up the country. We are its 
mothers and the future is in us. We are building up the 
greatness of the nation. It needs our courage and strength 
and hope, and because it needs them, they come to us .
Maugham’s decision to write a play representing an anachronistic image 
of womanhood owes much to his desire for commercial success. With 
revealing honesty, Maugham freely admitted that his motivation for 
playwriting, at the turn of the twentieth century, lay simply in its more 
lucrative reward over that of a career in medicine or as a novelist83. In his 
early years his experiments with ‘realistic’ dramas, inspired by Ibsen and 
other ‘naturalists’, met with critical acclaim but little financial reward84. His 
first play, A Man of Honour ('[903) was barred from the commercial theatre 
because of its suggestion that dishonourable behaviour could prevent 
tragedy. Produced by the ‘high-brow’ Stage Society, the drama’s failure to 
appeal to mass audiences convinced Maugham that his future plays would 
achieve greater popularity if they pandered to the social codes of the day. 
Having achieved success by adopting the style of the ‘well-made play’ and 
the traditional ‘comedy of manners’, it was a formula he perpetuated
82— , 1931: p308.
83 Cordell, 1959: p212.
84 Maugham spent a year in Heidelberg in 1890. Inspired by the Continental writers, his early 
novels such as Liza of Lambeth (1897) and Mrs. Craddock (1902) were written in the 
manner of nineteenth century classic realism.
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throughout his career. While fellow dramatists including Shaw, Galsworthy 
and Barker championed the cause of such Continental playwrights as Ibsen, 
in the elitist but financially disastrous private theatres, Maugham catered to 
the tastes of the commercial mainstream. He was not interested in pandering 
to the intellectual snobbishness of the age, which dictated that the highest 
form of dramatic writing was the ‘problem play’, imported from the 
Continent85. Such plays were “dramaturgically unconventional” and 
abandoned the plot devices and formulae Edwardian audiences expected. 
They also tackled the social and political issues of the day, including ‘the 
woman question’ with its commentary on the marriage market, the sexual 
‘double standard’ and women’s suffrage86. Even in the years that preceded 
the First World War these plays seldom achieved commercial success and a 
run of more than a handful of matinée performances would have been 
regarded as exceptional. Therefore for Maugham to have created Norah as 
anything other than a stereotypical ‘spinster’ of the Victorian era who found 
fulfilment in marriage would have risked commercial failure, a fate he was not 
prepared to consider.
While the imagery of ‘spinsterhood’ had undergone radical 
transformation during the nineteenth and early twentieth century, London 
audiences were most comfortable with the traditional depiction. They 
expected to see the “unattractive, pathetic old maid” of the Victorian era 
rather than the contemporary woman “with opportunities and self-respect.”87 
Also, in choosing to send Norah to the outreaches of the British Empire to
85 Nicoll, 1973: p120.
86 Mazer, 2004: p208.
87 Freeman and Klaus, 1984: p410.
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find her husband, Maugham demonstrated a tendency towards the male- 
dominated, imperialistic thinking of the time. British enthusiasm for the 
Empire increased considerably over the second half of the nineteenth 
century. By the turn of the century this fervour had reached a peak, thanks to 
the propaganda associated with the Anglo-Boer war in the south of Africa. 
While a “substantial body of pro-empire cultural production” already existed, 
the conversion of the Boer Republics into British colonies in 1902 “whipped 
up a frenzy of imperial celebration.”88 Coinciding with this, the international 
network of female emigration societies was at the height of its influence and 
power89. While freely promoting the cause of the ‘civilizing influence’ of 
British women on the colonial settlers, they sought to introduce the concept 
of a “feminised British Imperialism” and to reshape the “gendered contours of 
imperialist ideology.”90 In so doing, they faced the monolithic certainties that 
permeated the patriarchal society of the time. Empire was traditionally 
viewed as a male arena and woman rarely appeared in the “paraphernalia of 
empire” such as children’s books and stories, postcards or commercial 
packaging. She was regarded as “extraneous to the imperial propaganda.”91
Masculinism was deeply embedded in the currency of 
popular imperialism peddled at the turn of the century by 
novelists, poets, journalists, educators [and] politicians ... At 
best, British women were usually absent... from the epics of 
manly bravery, strength, endurance and self-discipline which 
enthralled the British public. At worst, woman featured as 
Empire Man’s opposite, displaying dependency and 
deficiencies which marked her as the inferior sex92.
88 Chilton, 2007: p173.
89 Ibid: p174.
90 Bush, 1994: p386.
91 Alessio, 1997: p265.
92 Bush, 1994: p386 - 7.
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By portraying Norah as ‘Empire Man’s opposite’ on the London stage in 
1914 Maugham made a modest contribution to the perpetuation of the 
powerfully masculine myth of Victorian Empire. After the war, Governments 
took over the role of emigration management from the female emigration 
societies and by the 1920s the appeal of British imperialism was severely 
diminished93. It is not surprising, therefore, that The Land of Promise failed to 
survive as a worthwhile contribution to stage performance beyond its initial 
West End production in 1914, despite attempts to revive it in 192894. 
Maugham can therefore be considered as the last playwright to represent the 
Victorian ‘old maid’ on stage in an era that saw her demise in British society. 
Indeed, no other author at that time chose to set their play anywhere within 
the overseas territories of the British Empire nor to attempt to tackle the 
issues of prejudice associated with enforced ‘spinsterhood’. By 1914 the 
reluctant ‘spinster’ had been replaced by a new generation of unmarried 
women with very different characteristics. As Patricia Jalland observes in 
her study of women and marriage between 1860 and 1914, “a rather larger 
minority had the capacity to transcend the stereotype of the unfortunate 
spinster. They carried out their domestic obligations efficiently, but also found 
fulfilment as independent 'new women’.”95
Victorian novels such as Gissing’s Odd Women “reflected] the attitudes 
of an era that is coming to an end, while at the same time anticipating those 
of the twentieth century.”96 Indeed, Elaine Showalter claims that these ‘odd 
women’ -  the women who did not form one half of a ‘pair’ with a man -  were
93 Chilton, 2007: p176.
94 The production in March 1928 managed just twelve performances at the Regent Theatre.
95 Jalland, 1986: p260.
96 Young, 1998: p9.
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responsible for the “sexual anarchy” that pervaded the fin de siècle. By failing 
to conform to traditional, patriarchal expectations, they “undermined the 
comfortable binary system of Victorian sexuality and gender roles.”97 Not all 
unmarried women, however, were New Women’ and conversely, only a 
minority of New Women were unmarried and therefore ‘odd’. Such a 
discrepancy was just one of the conflicting images attributed to the New 
Woman at the end of the nineteenth century which will be examined in the 
next chapter.
97 Showalter, 1992: p19.
[208]
Section Two:
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The New Woman and the Edwardian Theatre 
Chapter Seven: A Social Type for a New Era?
The previous chapters have examined the stereotypical images of 
women inherited from the Victorians: ‘angels’, ‘demons’, ‘fallen women’ and 
‘old maids’. The latter presents a particularly anachronistic picture of 
unmarried and therefore ‘odd’ females who were pitied and despised for their 
state of ‘spinsterhood’. The predominantly patriarchal society of the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth century judged women according to their 
relationship with men, condemning the unwed female as inadequate. It 
particularly despised and indeed, found almost incomprehensible, the 
woman who deliberately chose not to marry or who behaved independently. 
This New Woman -  a character that merited capital letters in her title1 -  
threatened the foundations of masculine supremacy and the hegemony of 
Edwardian society. By 1914 her image had become sufficiently present in 
society for her to appear within the cultural artefacts of the day. Novels had 
been written about her; she was depicted, both favourably and disparagingly, 
in cartoons, postcards and posters and embroidered banners were 
commissioned by various feminist groups. The theatre, however, held 
perhaps the greatest potential for exploitation of feminine imagery. Did the 
New Woman take advantage of this opportunity or was her presence 
suppressed by a society that was antagonistic to her aspirations? This 
chapter will look at the way in which the imagery of the New Woman evolved 
during the two decades that spanned her first appearance on stage in 1894 
until her final portrayal in 1914. Did the new generation of Edwardian
1 The term New Woman had “passed into general currency” by 1896, with newspapers 
consistently using it (Jordan, 1983: p19 - 21.)
[209]
The New Woman and the Edwardian Theatre: A Social Type for a New Era?
audiences encourage the radical aspirations of women or did they maintain 
the traditional attitudes of their Victorian predecessors?
During the opening decades of the twentieth century, men continued to 
dominate the theatrical profession. With few exceptions, they owned, 
managed and ran the West End theatres, giving them overall control of the 
selection of plays, the actors and actresses who were allowed to perform 
and, most significantly, the ideologies presented in the dramas themselves. 
At a time when male gender identity was under threat, it was only to be 
expected that the patriarchal system should insist upon the imagery of 
women on stage that represented the least challenge to men’s dominance. 
On the commercial stage, the majority of the roles for women appeared to 
perpetuate the Victorian values to which men had become accustomed. 
Clearly, these images offered no valid representation of the way many 
women perceived themselves in 1914; a few, forthright playwrights 
attempted to redress the balance by including a new category of women in 
their plays. Consolidating the controversial character of the independent 
women into a single personality type was impossible. The label New Woman 
could not be applied to any one model of womanhood, although different 
commentators each believed they held the key to her character.
There is a New Woman, and what do you think?
She lives upon nothing but Foolscap and Ink!
But though Foolscap and Ink are the whole of her diet,
This nagging New Woman can never be quiet!2
She has pondered o’er the teaching,
She has made its truth her own;
Grasped them in their fullest meaning,
As ‘New Woman’ is she known.
2 Punch, 26th May 1894: p252.
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Tis her enemies have baptized her,
But she gladly claims the name;
Her’s it is to make a glory,
What was meant should be a shame3.
Two such conflicting opinions appearing during the 1890s in Punch and 
Shafts magazines exemplify the contradictions and confusion the New 
Woman generated. While the outspokenly masculine, satirical vehicle of 
comment, as represented by Punch, condemned and poked malicious fun at 
her, the female poet in the radically feminist journal, Shafts4, ‘gloried’ in the 
description. At the end of the nineteenth century, viewpoints ranged from the 
vehemently condemnatory to the ardently congratulatory, partly attributable 
to the beliefs of the critic but also due to the disparate nature of the 
phenomenon. As such, the New Woman could not be categorised as a 
traditional stereotype but instead fulfilled the criterion of a ‘social type’, an 
alternative classification within the overall description of ‘typing’5.
As discussed in Chapter Two, the dividing line between stereo- and 
social types is often blurred, although society’s attitude to each category 
facilitates recognition. One simplistic, yet pertinent definition, suggests that 
social types ‘belong’, whereas stereotypes exist outside society. 
Furthermore, Dyer proposed that “stereotypes tend to be conceived as 
functionless or dysfunctional (or, if functional, serving prejudice and conflict
3 ‘D.B.M.’ in Shafts, February 1895: p378.
4 The 1890s saw a profusion of new periodicals aimed specifically at women. Many, edited 
by women, were radical and inevitably, short-lived. These included Shafts (1892 -  99), 
Women’s Penny Paper (1888 -  90) and Woman’s Signal (1894 -  9). The more long-lived 
magazines, such as the penny weekly Woman (1890 — 1912) and the monthly Young 
Woman (1892 -  1915) were of mixed format. Edited by men, their success may be attributed 
to their dual appeal to feminist ideals as well as the fashion-conscious and home-making 
aspirations of the ‘new woman’. (See Liggins, 2007.)
5 Dyer defines a type as “any simple, vivid, memorable easily-grasped and widely 
recognised characterisation in which a few traits are foregrounded and change or 
‘development’ is kept to a minimum.” (Dyer, 1977: p28.)
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mainly), whereas social types serve the structure of society at many points.”6 
While social types “live by the rules of society”, these same rules are 
designed to exclude stereotypes, forcing the latter to be rigid in their 
construct. Clearly, ‘demons’, ‘fallen women’ and ‘old maids’ represent 
classifications of women that society rejected. In 1914, audiences were 
fascinated by the exploits of ‘demons’ such as Mrs. Cheveley {An Ideal 
Husband), ‘fallen women’ such as Anna Karenina and ‘old maids’ like Norah 
Marsh {The Land of Promise). The appeal of these women, however, was 
voyeuristic and their atypical lifestyle or behaviour distanced them from a 
society that demanded conformity. Even ‘angels’ such as Dora {Diplomacy) 
and Effie Pemberton {The Blindness of Virtue), existed as passive vehicles of 
male domination. As such they were excluded from contributing to the social 
order that created them. Thus these four classes of Victorian stereotypes, 
existing outside the “fixed, clear-cut, unalterable” limits imposed upon them, 
served to reinforce and maintain the boundaries between the ‘included’ and 
the ‘excluded’ in traditional Victorian and Edwardian society7.
In contrast to stereotypes, with their uniform characteristics and negative 
connotations, social types are “open-ended, more provisional, more flexible”. 
Most significantly, “you appear to choose your social type... whereas you are 
condemned to a stereotype.”8 In fiction, and especially in drama, this 
distinction was highly significant. While both stereotypes and social types 
featured extensively in theatre, their use reflected these differences.
6 Klapp, 1962: p62.
7 Dyer, 1977: p29.
8 Ibid.
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Stereotypes offered rigid and predictable portrayals, carrying an implicit 
narrative within their representation. By contrast, social types provided 
flexible and open characters, figuring in a wide range of roles and within any 
kind of plot9.
Manifestations of the New Woman on the London stage in 1914 were 
diverse, demonstrating the difficulty dramatists and, indeed, society itself had 
in forming a definitive image of this original type. Her character in new plays 
in the West End varied from the cockney flower-girl aspiring to be a duchess 
in Shaw’s Pygmalion (1914) to the daughter of a rich newspaper proprietor in 
The Golden Fleece (1914) by Charles Wheeler. In plays written by women 
she was portrayed as a successful businesswoman in Mrs. Alexander 
Gross’s Break the Walls Down (1914) and as a European traveller in A 
Woman Alone (1915) by Lucy Clifford. None of these identities would have 
been regarded as typical of New Women, yet each, in turn fulfilled the 
characterisation that merited the description. During the final decade of the 
nineteenth and the early years of the twentieth century, the New Woman 
represented a radically different social type of female. Her personality and 
behaviour contrasted significantly with her stereotypical Victorian 
predecessors and, at the same time, did not conform to any homogeneous 
imagery.
The New Woman was an elusive creature who evaded attempts to settle 
a uniform description upon her. She has been described variously as:
a mannish amazon and a Womanly woman; she was 
oversexed, undersexed, or same sex identified; she was anti- 
maternal, or a racial supermother; she was male-identified,
9— , 2002: p15.
[213]
The New Woman and the Edwardian Theatre: A Social Type for a New Era?
or manhating and/or man-eating, or self-appointed saviour of 
benighted masculinity; she was anti-domestic, or she sought 
to make domestic values prevail; she was radical, socialist or 
revolutionary, or she was reactionary and conservative; she 
was the agent of social and/or racial regeneration, or 
symptom and agent of decline10.
One provincial newspaper even suggested that she might be “a man in 
disguise”11. First christened in 189412, even the label ‘new’ was a misnomer. 
For centuries a moderate number of extraordinary women, from the 
aristocracy and upper-middle class, had rejected traditional feminine roles 
and attempted to gain equality with men13; every generation ridiculed such 
women as “a phenomenon of the moment, wholly unknown to ages past.”14 
The Victorians were no exception and the description ‘new’ was attributed to 
the faction of females who presented themselves as radically different from 
their ‘angelic’ sisters. They began appearing in the last two decades of the
10 Pykett, 2001: pxii.
11 Hampshire Telegraph and Sussex Chronicle, 15 September 1894: p2.
Satirists and cartoonists relentlessly exploited this imagery in their caricatures of the ‘new 
woman’, depicting her in numerous, unflattering guises that undermined her femininity. (See 
Marks, 1990.)
12 The term ‘new woman’ first appeared in the North American Review in an essay by Mrs. 
Sarah Grand, the successful novelist and feminist, on the subject of the current position of 
women. In her article she referred to the ‘new woman’ who has been waiting quietly, 
contemplating the problem of “the Home-is-the-Woman’s Sphere” and who had finally 
“prescribed the remedy”. (In Grand’s case, the solution was for women to awake from their 
apathy and to show men the error of their ways in their treatment of women.) Grand 
condemned the “Bawling Brotherhood” of men for failing to recognise any woman who was 
not a “cow-woman” (an ‘angel’) or a “scum-woman” (a ‘demon’) (Grand, 1894.) Retaliation 
came two months later in May when the anti-feminist and popular novelist, ‘Ouida’ (the pen 
name of Maria Louise Ramé), chose the title The New Woman for her article of counter­
attack (Ouida, 1894.) Although Grand is often credited with inventing the term ‘new woman’, 
(Chothia, 1998: px ), it was Ouida who adopted Grand’s description and made it her own by 
capitalising the phrase and turning the general description into a label: the New Woman 
(Jordan, 1983: p20, Schaffer, 2001: p40.) The press and public adopted the catch phrase 
readily, although Grand continued to refer to her as ‘the modern girl’. In 1891, the eminent 
anti-feminist, Mrs. Lynn Linton experimented with a new label, ‘Wild Women’. The opening 
sentence in her first article states her opinion that “[a]ll women are not always lovely, and the 
wild women never are.” (Linton, 1891: p79.) The title was not popular and New Woman 
remained the accepted terminology.
13 The first recorded incarnation of such characterisation occurred in 1348 when a troop of 
women appeared at the Tournament of Berwick dressed as men, mounted on horseback 
and wielding daggers (Shapiro, 1991: p510.)
14 Ibid.
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nineteenth century and reached the peak of their notoriety in the years prior 
to the First World War.
Inevitably there was tension between the feminist concept of the New 
Woman and the one articulated within the popular press. Threatened by her 
emerging independence and contrary behaviour, journalists chose to 
lampoon and satirise her as vulgar, loud-mouthed, boorish and masculine. In 
contrast, feminists such as Sarah Grand were at pains to present her as 
sweet mannered and diffident, “naturally noble [and] morally superior to 
men”15. Therein lay her greatest threat to patriarchal society and one that 
was to continue well into the twentieth century, both off and on stage. By 
1914, however, the stereotype of the New Woman had evolved and entered 
a new phase. In reality she had become a social type with associated 
flexibility of characteristics. While the press still occasionally satirised the 
suffragettes, maintaining as best they could the male hegemonic 
stranglehold, this grip was weakening. New Women had become 
independent women with a voice to which an increasing proportion of society 
was beginning to listen. Plays by female dramatists were being staged in the 
West End which no longer portrayed New Women as stereotypically 
masculine and brash. This new social type, the intelligent, feminine, 
independent woman, contradicted the image enforced upon her during the 
closing decade of the nineteenth century.
The New Woman as a recognised social type first reached the London 
stage in September 1894, when the British male dramatist, Sydney Grundy, 
chose to parody her in a satire of the same name at the Comedy Theatre in
15 Clarke, 1985: p96.
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Piccadilly. The play charted the lives of a set of supposedly independent, 
free-thinking, females. Grundy used the classical techniques of melodrama 
to exaggerate the actions of his protagonists who, despite their apparent 
commitment to self-determination, inevitably end in conforming to Victorian 
expectations16. The underlying moral of the story, as perceived by the theatre 
critic of The Times after the opening night in 1894, was that the “so-called 
new woman has always been with us, and that if every woman found a man 
to love her there would be no problem of the sexes.” Describing his view as 
“common-sense”, the critic commented that “The New Woman met with a 
favourable reception... for the public never show much sympathy with 
strange doctrines”17.
Instead of providing a vehicle for pertinent social commentary, Grundy’s 
play caricatured the New Woman, deliberately portraying her as a person 
that no lady would wish to emulate. In so doing, he presented a conventional 
view of feminism which imitated the popular opinions of the day: 
“independently-minded women [were] either immoral, ridiculous, or both, 
which was (and is) a convenient way to ignore them.”18 Such sentiments 
were confirmed in the review of the play published in The Graphic.
The affectations and extravagances of this coterie, in which 
the audience on Saturday evening appeared not slow to 
discern types that are to be met with nowadays outside the 
walls of the theatre, are doubtless as fair mark for the satirist
16 The New York Times described the play as “infested by several ‘varieties’ of the ‘new 
woman,’ all droll caricatures, and the text of the play is apt and witty.” (The New York Times, 
13 November 1894: p4.)
17 The Times, 3 September 1894: p2.
18 Wiley, 1989: p111.
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as the ridiculous pretensions of Molière’s Précieuses or the 
malevolent gossip of Mrs. Candour’s19 social circle20.
Grundy used current feminist opinion, regarding the double standards 
adopted by society towards male sexual behaviour, as ammunition for 
ridicule. In an early scene several of the women are discussing the 
unfairness of their situation.
Enid A woman has just as much right to a latchkey as a 
man.
Victoria That’s ridiculous!
Enid I admit that a woman has just as much right to come 
home with the milk as a man: but I say, a man has no right to 
come home with the milk; and I say more -  no woman who 
respects herself has any desire to come home with the 
milk!21
This argument was central to the philosophy of the woman’s movement, 
which essayed that men and women should be judged equally. Furthermore, 
these outspoken females believed that this moral standard should be at the 
highest level for both partners with strict fidelity to one’s spouse at the core of 
the argument. Sexual freedom for either or both partners was not an option. 
Feminists proclaimed that they, as New Women, had “no desire to imitate the 
bad points of the other sex”. Furthermore, the independent woman “sees no 
shame in womanliness; but unfortunately neither men nor women exactly 
agree in their definitions of womanliness.”22 In arguing thus, however, 
reformers were perpetuating the clichéd quality of moral superiority attributed 
to Victorian women. Ironically, the argument adopted by feminist writers in
19 Mrs. Candour is a character in Sheridan’s School for Scandal, a comedy of manners first 
performed at London’s Drury Lane Theatre in 1777.
20 W. Moy Thomas in The Graphic, 8 September 1894.
21 Grundy, 2001: p309- 10.
22 Nat Arling in The Westminster Review, November 1898: p581.
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promoting the ‘single standard’ of morality was reinforcing the very gender 
identity they sought to abolish23.
In Grundy’s play, the women’s discussion degenerates into the kind of 
argument intended to ridicule the stance progressive women were supposed 
to have adopted.
Enid Man has done all the talking up to now -
Victoria He has had things all his own way -
Doctor [Mary] And a nice mess he’s made of them!
Enid Now it’s our turn.
Victoria We mean to put things right!
Doctor Man has departed and woman has arrived.
Lady Wargrave ... Can this be the New Woman I have read 
about?
Doctor... Do you object to modernity?
Lady Wargrave I’ve only one objection to new things; they’re 
so old.
Victoria Not the New woman!
Lady Wargrave No; she is generally middle-aged ...
Doctor Then do you deny that Woman has arrived, Man has 
departed?
Lady Wargrave I don’t wonder at it. But Man has an 
awkward habit of coming back again.
Trio Never!
Lady Wargrave Then Woman will go after him24.
While the play itself has failed to achieve any significant literary success, 
its greatest legacy has been its endorsement of the term ‘New Woman’ to 
describe a particular social type. Her image was clearly defined pictorially in 
the playbill. Here she is seen perched uncomfortably on a low stool, dressed 
severely in black with pince-nez balanced on her nose. On the floor at her
23 Stephens, 1990: p286 -  7, 291.
24 Grundy, 2001: p309- 11.
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feet an untidy mass of feminist papers, articles and books is scattered; a 
portfolio rests against her dress. A large key in a glass cabinet hangs on the 
wall behind her and a smouldering cigarette decorates the border of the 
poster. Such depictions characterise the imagery which satirical magazines 
such as Punch employed in their parody of the New Woman. In an iconic 
cartoon published in its April 1894 issue for example, the New Woman is 
depicted as ‘Donna Quixote’, seated wide-legged in an armchair, peering 
short-sightedly through spectacles at a book. At her feet monographs by 
controversial female and foreign authors are carelessly scattered. Above her 
head she holds a large latchkey, daring any man to try to take this symbol of 
her independence from her25.
The inclusion of a cigarette in the theatrical poster also perpetuated the 
imagery of the New Woman as rebellious and unfeminine. Although the 
majority of male writers and artists portrayed women who smoked as 
“deviant, dangerous and deceitful”, women writers were increasingly 
adopting the phallic, masculine symbol of the cigarette as a representation of 
their freedom from social, male inflicted, constraints26. Thus Grundy was 
“capitalising on a potent and apparently fast-growing phenomenon” in an 
image of the New Woman which was instantly recognisable to his 
audience27. The depiction of the cigarette, however, is ironic in this particular 
instance. Closer inspection reveals that attempts have been made to light it
25 Punch, 28 April 1894: p194.
26 Mitchell, 1991: p4.
27 Gardner, 1992: p2.
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at the wrong end. The artist implies that the New Woman is ignorant and 
naive in her desire to acquire masculine habits28.
While finding a descriptive name for this new social type of woman had 
been relatively straightforward, definitions of her personality were 
ambiguous. The Times in October 1894 complained that “[e]very second 
novel which one takes up this year is concerned with the New Woman -  
whether in exaltation or derision of he r... No two conceptions of the New 
Woman are quite alike”.29 Sarah Grand’s The Heavenly Twins -  a feminist 
work of some nine hundred pages of close print -  was the most widely-read 
novel of 1893, selling out within its first month of publication. Between twenty 
and forty thousand copies were bought in Britain in its first year and five 
times as many sold in the United States30. While Victorian fiction had 
concentrated on representing women within their stereotypical roles, the 
heroines of such novels generally refused to conform to society’s 
expectations of them. These women frequently challenged accepted ideals 
of marriage and motherhood, often worked for a living and argued the 
feminist cause31. These ideals, when projected into the society the author 
represented, attracted considerable condemnation: the greatest criticism was 
reserved for those who suggested that unmarried women should lead a full 
and independent life on an equal basis to men. The predominantly male
28 Chothia, 1998: p32.
29 The Times, 25 October 1894: p14. In fiction, the phenomenon of the New Woman was a 
manifestation of the last few years of the nineteenth century. For a brief period, during the 
1890s, major authors such as Hardy (Jude the Obscure, 1895), Meredith (Lord Ormont 
and his Aminta, 1894) and Gissing (The Odd Women, 1893) joined the ranks of the minor 
novelists to produce works that championed the feminist cause and portrayed 
emancipated women. These books were extremely popular during the period and sold in 
vast quantities yet, with few exceptions, provided little of lasting literary merit.
30 Cunningham, 1978: p57.; Richardson, 1999: p684.
31 Cunningham, 1978: p3.
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commentators who vilified such women, however, misunderstood the 
aspirations of the majority of New Women. While some embraced 
‘spinsterhood’, and were stereotyped mercilessly in the press for their views, 
most women fighting the feminist cause wanted a change in attitude to 
marriage, not its total abandonment. Indeed, matrimony was far from an 
anathema to the New Woman and the majority of women continued to 
believe that the most advantageous course towards personal fulfilment came 
from within marriage32. Vera Brittain (1893 -  1970), the eminent author, 
pacifist and feminist writes in her autobiography Testament of Youth (1933):
It was, of course, typical of the average well-to-do girl of the 
period to assume that the desire for power, which is as 
universal among women as among men, could only be 
fulfilled by the acquisition of a brilliant husband33.
At the age of eighteen in 1911, Brittain saw herself escaping from the 
confines of her sheltered and oppressive existence through her own abilities.
[I]t never occurred to me to count on marriage as a possible 
road to freedom. From what I already knew of men, it 
seemed only too probable that a husband would yet further 
limit my opportunities34.
A year later she fell in love and was engaged to be married, while continuing 
her studies at Oxford University and far from abandoning her feminist 
principles. Vera Brittain was an archetypical New Woman who later in her life 
articulated, through her monographs, the strongly-held views of a generation 
of newly-independent female intellectuals. Despite her earlier antipathy to 
marriage, however, she willingly accepted the role of wife and mother when
32 Despite the popular belief which history has inflicted upon them, nearly half of the 
prominent feminists at the turn of the century were, or had been, married (Levine, 1989: 
p153 - 4.)
33 Brittain, 1979: p35.
34 Ibid: p52.
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the relationship fulfilled the opportunity for her to maintain her personal 
independence35.
The condemnation of feminists as opponents of the institution of 
marriage, generated mainly by male journalists, was therefore based upon a 
misconception. In response to this hostile propaganda, the Establishment of 
the fin-de-siècle vehemently defended the institution of marriage, believing 
that to interfere with the convention would destabilise the entire social fabric 
upon which Victorian society was based36. This near-hysteria in the press 
was further compounded by the growing social awareness of women 
generally. The failure to provide any viable careers beyond that of marriage 
for these intelligent, restless young women precipitated the aggressive, vocal 
feminism that the majority of the male establishment mocked and maligned 
at the turn of the century.
While contributors in such publications as Punch continued to deride and 
caricature the independent female who deliberately chose not to marry, she 
appeared rarely on stage in 1914. Indeed, the only unmarried female 
character voicing an antipathy to matrimony was created by the British, male 
dramatist Hubert Henry Davies in his play Outcast*7. As previously seen in 
Chapter Five, Miriam, the ‘fallen woman’ and outcast of the title “hankers 
after marriage and the delights of ordinary social life” 33 After eighteen 
months as his mistress, Geoffrey unexpectedly gives in to his conscience
35 Vera Brittain’s fiancé, Roland Leighton was killed during the First World War. She married 
George Gatlin, a political scientist and philosopher, in 1925 and had two children with him.
36 Ledger, 1997: p12.
37 Davies, 1921.
38 Street, 1914.
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and half-heartedly asks Miriam to marry him, providing, as the reviewer in 
The Athenaeum describes, an “inadequate” ending to the story.
Geoffrey ... You’d better come with me. You can come as 
my wife if you like. I’m quite willing to marry you.
Miriam There was a time when I’d have jumped at that -  but 
it’s past. No, thank you. I won’t marry you -  but I'll go with 
you ...
Geoffrey You might as well marry me. I don’t think you need 
be afraid.... Nobody out there need know.
Miriam No. That’s true. But I wasn’t looking at it quite in that 
light. Did you ever read the marriage service?
Geoffrey Yes.
Miriam I never did, till the other day... It made me see... it’s a 
solemn business, it’s for the protection of good women, it’s 
their reward. I’ll cleave to you, Geoffrey, as long as you wish; 
but I won’t marry you.
Geoffrey All right.
CURTAIN39
In this particular play the motives for the heroine to refuse marriage have 
little to do with a desire for independence or any feminist principles. The 
male author has used Miriam’s self-denial as retribution for the sins of her 
sexually liberated past, within the context of being a ‘fallen woman’. Miriam 
has little in common with the ‘new spinster’ of the twentieth century, who 
chose to express her independence through rejection of the state of marriage 
and its connotations of male dominance40.
In 1894, Grundy portrayed his New Women as caricatures, not to be 
taken seriously but to be regarded as “destabilizing elements to be ridiculed 
as foolish posers.”41 As such, he catered to the conservative tastes of the 
theatre-going audiences and helped to reassure them by removing any
39 Davies, 1921: p287.
40 Freeman and Klaus, 1984: p395.
41 Nelson, 2001: p296.
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threat the New Woman might have engendered in their minds. Two decades 
after Grundy’s play was first performed, opinions were shifting. While 
legislation remained essentially unchanged, attitudes within society were 
altering. By the early 1910s “thoughtful people” had begun to question 
traditional male-female roles. Indeed, many “had come to believe that the 
institutional forms of man-woman relations in England were outmoded and 
unjust at best and were often immoral and degrading.”42 An exchange of 
views that takes place in Lucy Clifford’s A Woman Alone (1915), performed 
in July 1914, exemplifies the toleration ‘enlightened’ men were beginning to 
show towards the expectations of their female counterparts. In the play, 
Blanche and Richard Bowden agree to part after she refuses to submit to his 
domination and to become the ‘angelic’ wife he demands. Two years after 
the separation, Richard discusses Blanche with his friend, Henry Langton.
Langton ...you were not quite fair to her.
Richard (Sharply) How wasn’t I fair?
Langton Well, you see, you only thought of your point of 
view, it didn’t occur to you that she might have one.
Richard Women should take their point of view from their 
husbands.
Langton My dear chap, that’s rot; education has played the 
devil with women, just as it has with the working classes -  
opened their eyes to their own capacities, given them the tip 
to cultivate them, and made them clamour -
Richard For things they’d be better without.
Langton That isn’t the question. They’ve got to have them, 
to a certain extent -  not all they want. I wouldn’t give them 
the vote -  see 'em damned first -  but they expect to have a 
decent time now -  and they mean to have it. They’ve grown 
more intelligent and they want a share, and a voice too, in 
the affairs of the world.... the relations of men and women
42 Hynes, 1968: p173.
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are undergoing a readjustment, and if they only take it 
sensibly, each side will get more out of the other43.
Although Langton's views stop short of endorsing female suffrage, the 
voicing of such an opinion by a male protagonist was rare within the public 
forum of the theatrical stage. On this occasion the play was written by a 
woman and performed only three times at the Little Theatre. Blanche’s 
rebellion against her husband’s domination was in direct contravention of 
society’s expectations of a wife and the traditional role she had played for 
centuries. Portrayed as an intelligent and independent woman for the 
majority of the play, Blanche Bowden represents the New Woman as 
perceived by a female author. In so doing, she may not have been dissimilar 
to many of the women sitting in the audience watching the play, who would 
have been prepared to make considerable sacrifices in the cause of female 
suffrage.
The wider demand for universal suffrage, however, was the topic of The 
BilÛA, a four act drama by Mrs. George Cornwallis-West45, which played 
during the summer of 1914. First licensed for production at the Royalty 
Theatre, Glasgow in March 1913, the author succeeded in securing two 
matinée performances at the Prince of Wales’s Theatre, Piccadilly in June 
the following year. Writing under the married name of her second husband, 
the American born Jennie Jerome had become a firm favourite of the English
43 Clifford Mrs., 1915: p39 - 40.
44 Cornwallis-West Mrs., 1913.
45 Jennie Jerome (1854 -  1921) was born in Brooklyn, New York. She married Randolph 
Churchill, the second son of the 7th Duke of Marlborough in 1874 and became the driving 
force behind his political career. A firm favourite of Princess Alexander, despite her affair 
with her husband the future King Edward VII, Lady Churchill was influential in both the 
British social and political scenes. Widowed in 1894 in 1900 she married George Cornwallis- 
West, a captain in the Scots Guards who was the same age as her son, Winston. After their 
divorce in 1914, Cornwallis-West went on to marry Mrs. Patrick Campbell and Jennie 
another man younger than her son.
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political and social elite. Better known as Lady Randolph Churchill, the 
creator of this political drama was notorious as a leader of London society 
and as an accomplished political figure. Her credentials included being the 
widow of a former Chancellor of the Exchequer and Leader of the House of 
Commons46, as well as mother of a former Home Secretary and future Prime 
Minister47. As such she was well qualified to write about the political in­
fighting associated with the passage of a fictitious Bill of Universal Suffrage48. 
Despite being a highly intelligent and independent member of the 
aristocracy, Lady Randolph did not seek to promote similar independence for 
the women in her play. Mabel Lamson, the daughter of the household and 
the only female character attributed with intelligence and individual thought, 
provides a brief outburst of feminist opinion in keeping with the ideology of 
the suffragettes.
Mabel We are on the eve of tremendous changes. The first 
thing is that every soldier in the coming fight should have his 
weapon -  that is, that the citizen should possess his vote and 
the value of his vote, which is much more important. Oh, this 
Universal Suffrage Bill is tremendously important.
Walter What oratory! There’s no doubt that you’ve missed 
your vocation, but you’re going to bring the women in, aren’t 
you?
46 Lord Randolph Churchill (1849 -  1894) was Chancellor of the Exchequer and Leader of 
the House of Commons for a brief period in 1886. He remained an M.P. until shortly before 
his death in 1894.
47 Sir Winston Churchill (1874 -  1965) served as Home Secretary 1 9 1 0 -1 1 . He was Prime 
Minister from 1 9 4 0 -4 5  and again from 1951 -  55.
48 No Bill by this name was introduced in the UK. During the nineteenth century three Acts 
came into force that broadened the franchise while continuing to exclude women. In 1832 
the first Reform Act extended the right to vote to adult males who rented as well as owned 
properties of a certain value. This increased the electorate by about fifty per cent but only 
included the prosperous middle class. The Reform Act of 1867 effectively reduced the 
qualifying level of annual income thus opening the vote to male members of the lower 
classes. The Representation of the People Act of 1884 widened this still further, allowing 
over five million men to vote (1999.) In 1918 women over the age of 30 received the right to 
vote when the second Representation of the People Act was passed. Finally, in 1928, 
women received the vote on equal terms with men, when their voting age was reduced to 
twenty-one.
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Mabel Of course. If you leave them out, you waste your time 
over the preliminaries -  till the people, rich and poor, are in 
fighting order, nothing can be done49.
Her forthright views are undermined minutes later when another female, 
Mabel’s flirtatious sister-in-law, Lady Corisande Lamson, trivialises such 
sentiments. She teases and provokes the elderly Sir Timothy Bullen.
Sir Timothy50 (sententiously) Now I’ve no doubt your 
ladyship is one of those wanting the vote -  if you are -  take 
my tip and go easy with the men, get on the right side of 'em 
-  and don’t you have anything to say to that shoving, pushing 
lot of females who call themselves the military ones.
Lady Corisande (smiling) Poor things! I don’t blame them, 
one must push in this world if one’s to get anything -  as for 
me, when I get the vote, I shall want a seat in Parliament and 
a place in the Cabinet -  Lord Chancellor would suit me -  a 
grey wig is very becoming, and I simply adore black and 
gold!
Sir Timothy Sit on the woolsack! Great ‘eavens!
Corisande (pertly) And pray why not? Many old women have 
sat there before now. But me, I don’t want a vote -  not at 
present51.
It is the male characters, however, who provide a more accurate insight 
into the attitudes of those associated with the cause of universal suffrage. 
While such a Bill would have given the right to vote to everyone, some of the 
men express uncertainty as to the appropriateness of including women within 
the definition of ‘universal’.
Vernon52 It’s the women that bother me.
Harold53 It always is the women who bother us.
John54 Why should they?
49 Cornwallis-West Mrs., 1913: p64.
50 Sir Timothy Bullen is described as an ‘old vulgarian’ by Lady Corisande. He is a former 
miner who made a fortune in copper or rubber. His promise of funds to the cause of the Bill 
is given in exchange for the promise of a peerage.
51 Cornwallis-West Mrs., 1913: p46 - 7.
52 The Right Hon. Charles Vernon, M.P. and Minister of Education.
53 Harold Lamson, Conservative M.P., son of John and husband of Lady Corisande.
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Harold If you give the women the vote it will destroy the 
balance of sex. It will rob men of their sense of responsibility.
John Why should it?
Harold Because it will at once lay down that there is no work 
a man can do which a woman cannot do as well, except 
fighting and fatherhood. You will spoil men’s work, you must 
in the end demoralise and unsex them.
Vernon Yes, votes for women is not so simple as it looks on 
the surface55.
An explanation for male prevarication lay in the threat women posed should 
a reversal of the traditional male-female hierarchy occur. This fear is 
expressed later in the play
Mem prise56You don’t think it would be possible to drop the 
women out of the Bill, do you?
John I would have nothing to do with such a compromise.
Besides it would hint at weakness just when an absolute 
show of strength is wanted.
John As I said, there’s no question of leaving them out.
Universal suffrage means all.
Fitzalan57 A majority of women, eh? I am in favour of it, but I 
see the difficulties.
Mem prise They’ll become masters.
John Never! Besides, the number of women abstentions will 
always equalise matters58.
In using male characters as the mouthpiece for feminist argument, Lady 
Randolph was able to rationalise such ideology, without provoking or 
antagonising her audience.
John You talk as if [women] had not been politically active 
for centuries.
Sir George59 In an underhand manner.
54 The Right Hon. John Lamson, radical M.P. and President of the Local Government Board. 
He is also sponsor of the Universal Suffrage Bill.
55 Cornwallis-West Mrs., 1913: p46.
56 Memprise, Secretary of the Liberal Association.
57 Fitzalan, Liberal Whip in the House of Commons.
58 Cornwallis-West Mrs., 1913: p90 -1 .
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John Exactly -  they can’t help being improved by fighting in 
the open, (rising -  and with energy) Good Heavens! You 
have forced them to fight for everything they want by round­
about methods, and then you twit them with having little 
honour and no sense of justice. I am glad you see as I do, Sir 
George...Women do most of the world’s work, as it is. For 
every eight hours a man works, women work sixteen. I am 
talking of the masses.
Sir George (laughing) You must allow for the fact that taking 
her all round she’s the stronger animal of the two.
(ALL laugh)
Vernon ‘Ron my soul, I believe you’re right, and she has the 
advantage of being utterly unscrupulous.
John Men have made women unscrupulous.
Harold Nonsense! Can’t people see that men and women 
are just as jealous of their property in each other as they ever 
were, and that so long as that jealousy exists, your ideals are 
moonshine....
Sir George (laughing) At any rate, we are agreed that 
women are unscrupulous. My own opinion is that women 
enjoy their wrongs and won’t thank you if you give them their 
rights60.
Sir George’s view was predictably shared by the majority of men within the 
predominantly patriarchal society of the day. By bringing such opinions out 
into the open before an audience in London’s West End, Lady Randolph 
contributed an alternative approach to the endorsement of feminist 
principles.
As a piece of theatre, The Bill was remarkable in that the author 
demonstrated a depth of knowledge of her subject far beyond that of her 
contemporaries, while providing an entertainment that appealed to “an 
enthusiastic audience of people very well known in, or about, the world which 
Lady Randolph describes”61. The greatest shortfall of the play, however, lay
59 Sir George Lacey, Liberal M.P. and opponent of the Bill.
60 Cornwallis-West Mrs., 1913: p46 - 7.
61 The Times, 26 June 1914: p5.
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in the exclusion of female characters from the central action of the plot. The 
most significant contribution is made by Lady Corisande, the ‘fallen woman’ 
of the piece, who unwittingly brings about the downfall of the Bill in 
Parliament. Thanks to her dalliance with Sir George Lacey and the careless 
misplacement of a love letter from him, the subsequent blackmail and 
revelations lead to a farcical reversal of voting tactics in the House. As The 
Times commented: “It looks, then, for a time as though the United Kingdom 
were going to be blessed with universal suffrage because a little flirt was 
careless with her love-letters.”62 Lady Corisande’s confession to her husband 
frees her lover from his enforced commitment to the Bill and his subsequent 
reversal encourages sufficient numbers of Members to vote against its 
passage through Parliament.
Although Lady Randolph’s play was a vehicle for masculine debate 
about the role of women, her treatment of her female characters was not in 
tune with the principles espoused by feminists. In relegating Mabel Lamson 
to a minor role in the play, she failed to promote the cause of the New 
Woman or to exploit any potential for feminist propaganda. As such, The Bill 
continued the traditions of a well-made play and avoided provoking negative 
criticism from the Establishment. Her women were either conventional 
Victorian stereotypes or, in the case of Mabel, an independent woman given 
insufficient dialogue within the play to justify her role as such.
As a discursive construct, the image of the New Woman frequently 
contradicted the reality of the ‘modern’ women of the time63. Furthermore, 
such inconsistency was enhanced by the fact that New Women writers
62 Ibid.
63 Ledger, 1995: p23.
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themselves contributed to the confusion with their variety of ideological 
standpoints. Sarah Grand championed maternity and sexual purity in The 
Heavenly Twins (1893) while Mona Caird attacked motherhood in The 
Daughters of Danaus (1894) and Grant Allen promoted free love in The 
Woman Who Did (1895). By presenting her as an elusive female, feminist 
writers marked the New Woman as a challenge and a problem. Unable to 
identify her within the consistent language of Victorian stereotypes she 
became a threat; her perceived danger came from the very intangible nature 
of her existence64. While Victorian patriarchal society had succeeded in 
classifying her predecessors into easily recognisable stereotypes, they failed 
to do so for this distinctly different female manifestation, the New Woman. In 
1898 an article entitled “What is the role of the "New Woman?" appeared in 
the Westminster Review which demonstrated the confused thinking of the 
day.
According to materialists, she is a presentiment of simulated 
mannishness; to religionists of Pharisaical type, a 
monstrosity to be condemned and defeated; to unthinking 
male youth, a creature who seeks to usurp their hitherto 
undisturbed royalty of arrogance and selfishness; to the 
frivolous of her own sex, as an absurdity to be laughed at in 
the company of the men they affect... In the eyes of, alas! 
many well-meaning, and virtuous of both sexes, she takes 
the form of an interloper into matters beyond and outside her 
stereotyped “sphere”65.
By the beginning of the twentieth century, newspapers and magazines 
were escalating and exaggerating the threat she posed. Generally the male- 
dominated press chose to vilify her and made no attempt to recognise her 
ideas and beliefs. This reaction may be attributed to the fact that this was a
64 Ibid: p24.
65 Arling, 1898: p576.
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period when the order of British society was in danger from both external and 
internal forces. War was raging in South Africa and elsewhere in the Empire 
and Europe was in a state of turmoil; members of the working classes were 
demonstrating a new-found dissatisfaction with their lot and, together with a 
minority of vocal women, were making their protests known. Such unrest 
threatened the order of society and women were an easy target for 
journalists.
While the first decade of the twentieth century was a turbulent one, by 
1914 the dramatic offerings of London’s West End had settled into a more 
conventional pattern. As the world beyond the walls of the theatres entered a 
phase of uncertainty, the entertainment on offer became almost predictable 
in its conventionality, providing the public with the kind of reassurance of 
normality for which producers and managers assumed they craved. Victorian 
values persisted within the traditional enclaves of the London theatres; the 
new generation of Edwardian audiences, in the main, rejected the 
controversy they encountered outside on a daily basis. The early years of the 
twentieth century had seen attempts by female playwrights to utilise the 
stage for suffragette propaganda. In 1914 women dramatists chose to 
express the feminist viewpoint in more subtle and muted forms. These plays 
will be investigated in the next chapter.
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Chapter Eight: On and Behind the Stage
Women as dramatists in the Victorian and Edwardian eras, unlike many 
notable female novelists, rarely succeeded in writing plays of sufficient merit 
to enter the canon of literature. Why, at a time when society was becoming 
increasingly aware of the intellectual and political aspirations of the female 
sex, should the cultural sphere of London theatre ignore the works of women 
writers? Was this a deliberate policy on the part of a male-dominated society 
or were the works of insufficient merit to stand the test of public exposure?
The year 1914 was a particularly fallow one for female playwrights. 
Productions on the West End stage ranged from ballet, opera and musicals 
to light comedy and serious drama. Of the 236 individual productions, only 
eighteen were written or adapted by women1. Few of these could be 
considered as worthwhile contributions to the culture of the time and none of 
the original new works outlasted the decade in which they were first 
performed. Although women had succeeded in writing plays that achieved 
West End performances during the previous centuries, their number was 
modest and almost inconsequential when compared with the output of 
British, male dramatists.
1 Of the productions attributed to female writers on the West End stage in 1914, five were 
one act plays (Uncle Bill by Rosemary Rees; The Level Crossing by Mrs. Herbert D. Cohen; 
From Louvain by Margaret E.M. Young; Acid Drops by Gertrude E. Jennings and The 
Impulse of a Night by David Ellis and Mrs. George Norman). Mrs. Percy Dearner’s The 
Cockyolly Bird and Brer Rabbit and Mr. Fox and Mrs. Clifford Mill’s Where the Rainbow Ends 
were lightweight entertainments for the holiday season. Similarly Mrs. Frances Hodgson 
Burnett’s sentimental Victorian story, Little Lord F auntie roy, first performed at Terry’s 
Theatre in 1888 was staged as a Christmas production at the end of 1914. The previous 
year had seen Eleanor Gates’s The Poor Little Rich Girl as the Christmas ‘fantasy’ play for 
adults with performances continuing until the middle of January 1914. A musical play based 
on a translation of Gladys Unger’s book, The Marriage Market was staged at Daly’s Theatre 
from May 1913 until July 1914, with the King attending a performance in March. The 
remaining seven plays are discussed within this thesis.
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Plays written by women had enjoyed considerable success in the 
seventeenth, eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries. Female dramatists 
such as Aphra Behn (1640 -  89) with her Restoration dramas, Susanna 
Centlivre (1667 -  1723) with farces, romances and tragedies and Catherine 
Gore (1799 -  1861) with ‘high society’ dramas, were immensely popular on 
the London stage in their time. By the second half of the nineteenth century, 
however, the works of female dramatists had all but disappeared from the 
West End. Indeed, The Era in May 1896 suggested that the lack of fame and 
the failure to achieve lasting success of female playwrights merited “an 
inquiry”. The writer of the article attempted to find the cause of the significant 
discrepancy between the numbers of female novelists and dramatists2. His 
explanation lay in the lack of “deep and mirthful humour” of the majority of 
women and their “prolixity of diction and their tendency to introduce a 
superabundance of small irresponsible details into their writings.” He 
concluded that “[o]f lady dramatists of the present century we have not had a 
surfeit. As far as regards Mrs. Hemans3 and Mrs. Browning, their dramatic 
works are fit only for the study, and not for the stage.”4
Other critics were equally disparaging about the “New Woman school, 
which contains a certain number of effeminate males”. One concluded that 
“[t]he ‘problems’ set in the modern society play and in the new-woman novels 
are puerile and commonplace to the last degree, and the so-called solutions 
are in every case ... either arbitrary or nugatory.”5 In reality, his comments
2 A bibliography of feminist novels in English, written by women from 1891 -  1920 lists 3,407 
titles by 1,723 female authors (Daims, Grimes and Robinson, 1982.)
3 Felicia Hemans (1793 -  1835) was a successful poet who attempted to write dramatic 
works but achieved less success with this genre.
4 The Era, 23 May 1896: p18.
5 The Times, 12 December 1894: p9.
[234]
The New Woman and the Edwardian Theatre: On and Behind the Stage
are a reflection more of the quality of the plays written under the banner of 
the ‘New Woman’ school than the sentiments these efforts were trying to 
express. In bookshops and libraries, novels written by and featuring New 
Women enjoyed popular success: plays addressing the very same issues 
concerning sexuality and gender failed to achieve comparable recognition6. 
Only a very few exceptional women were able to compete with men on their 
own terms. Despite the institutionalised prejudices of the theatre managers 
and the ‘men’s club’ philosophies of the majority of the influential bodies 
within the theatres, women such as Cicely Hamilton {Diana of Dobson’s,
1908) and Elizabeth Robins achieved moderate success7. The majority of 
eminent literary men, who included many theatre critics amongst their 
number, shared the opinion of Sir Herbert Tree that women could not write, 
and especially were unable to pen good plays8. Although extreme in their 
condemnation of women dramatists, the paucity of well-written plays by 
women in the 1890s and 1900s contributed to this prejudice. Indeed, there 
were no significant dramas with sympathetic, independent female characters 
to reciprocate the outpourings of New Women novelists until 1907, when 
Elizabeth Robins’ Votes for Women (1907) appeared. The challenges of 
putting on a stage play were considerably greater than those associated with 
getting a novel published9. Finding a theatre, actors, technicians, an
6 Ledger, 2006: p53.
7 Because the majority of women had little or no access into the world of theatrical 
production in order to develop their playwriting skills, it is not surprising that the few who did 
manage to make inroads into the male-dominated sphere should come from the ranks of 
established actresses. “Working as a performer was at least one way of discovering what 
would or would not work on the stage.” (Aston and Reinelt, 2000: p5.) Even for Hamilton and 
Robins, however, the path to literary success was not straightforward. Both women had 
been forced to disguise their gender under male pen-names in order to get their works 
staged at the end of the nineteenth century.
8 Carlson and Powell, 2004: p237 - 8.
9 Chothia, 1996: p36.
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audience and financial backing were daunting tasks for any playwright but 
particularly for women.
For a brief period between 1907 and 1913 the suffrage play flourished as 
a genre in an attempt to enlist public sympathy for the cause of political 
franchise10. Although society had moved on, London audiences expected 
entertainment in keeping with their own traditional values and only the 
smaller art theatres dared to put on plays which were sympathetic to this 
radically different imagery of women and which promoted their cause.
Despite the small scale of such performances in terms of venues, length of 
runs and audience sizes, these productions offered the suffrage movement 
opportunities to present their arguments for political change in a non­
threatening environment. The theatres provided platforms, both literally and 
metaphorically, for the “criticism of current orthodoxies” and for audiences to 
display their loyalty to the suffrage cause11. Dramas written by women 
painted a very different picture of the New Woman from those of their male 
counterparts. Their heroines generally fulfilled roles as independent, 
successful females who demonstrated an ability to think and act beyond the 
influence of the male-dominated society in which they are forced to function. 
In contrast to male engendered stereotypes, the New Woman was present 
both on the stage and behind it.
Many female dramatic performers were keen to offer their services to the 
suffrage movement and in 1908 the Actresses’ Franchise League was 
officially founded. A significant number of its members were popular 
celebrities and for six years their high profile glamour contributed to the
10 Hirshfield, 1987: pi.
11 Stowell, 1996: p169.
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success of the women’s movement. In addition, their beauty and fame 
helped to undermine the stereotypical imagery, inflicted upon the suffrage 
movement, of women who were “mannish, unsexed and physically 
unattractive”12. Indeed, one of the plays written by a woman and staged in 
1914 describes one of the female protagonists as “a young girl of about 18 
years, prettily dressed in a light girlish frock” and the other as a “smartly 
dressed, handsome woman of about 37 years”13, thus contradicting the 
imagery newspapers were projecting.
At the same time, women attempted to overcome the dominance of 
male theatre owners and actor-managers14 by forming their own theatre 
companies. Most successful of these was the society known as the Pioneer 
Players15, set up in May 1911 by the popular actress, Edith Craig. Her aim 
was to create a “truly political” theatre of both practical and intellectual value. 
While the plays would both “hearten the committed and enlighten the 
misguided”, the funds raised would contribute to the coffers of the 
predominantly feminist organisations Craig supported16. Performing in 
sporting halls, or occasionally in theatres between other productions runs,
12 Hirshfield, 1985: p130.
13 Break the Walls Down (Gross Mrs., 1914: p2.)
14 While a few women succeeded as managers during the period, their numbers were 
disproportionate to the number of actresses working at the time. To transfer from the sphere 
of performance to that of production required extensive capital; something the majority of 
women lacked. The legal constrictions at the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the 
twentieth century prejudiced against women raising independent finance for such ventures. 
(See Davis, 1996: p111 - 3.)
15 The Pioneer Players developed from Edith Craig’s work with the suffrage movement and 
its theatrical productions. It shared members with many of the political organisations which 
supported the women’s suffrage campaign, such as the Actresses’ Franchise League and 
the Women Writers’ Suffrage League. Despite an obvious feminist bias, the Pioneer Players 
encouraged men to join the society and prided themselves on producing new works of a 
political nature, from both Britain and Europe (Cockin, 2001: p7, 77.)
In December 1913 the newly formed, all-female Women’s Theatre Company performed two 
plays at the Coronet Theatre in Netting Hill Gate. The proposed second season in 1914 
never took place due to the outbreak of war (Holledge, 1998: p95 - 6.)
16 Dymkowski, 1992: p221.
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the Pioneer Players offered an outlet for women writers to stage their plays 
to predominantly female audiences. The creation of such a theatrical society 
was born of necessity, as a growing number of actresses and female 
dramatists became dissatisfied with the way their sex was being portrayed 
on the stage. Popular -  and therefore male -  playwrights continued to 
succumb to the expectations of society in providing plays which mimicked 
the manners of the upper-middle and upper classes. In so doing they 
perpetuated a myth of submissiveness which infuriated many actresses, who 
were required to reinforce on stage the very characteristics of womanhood 
they regarded as demeaning within their own lives17. Indeed, Bernard Shaw 
expressed his indignation on behalf of such women in his introduction to the 
autobiography of Lillah McCarthy18, an actress he revered and respected.
The horrible artificiality of that impudent sham the 
womanly woman, a sham manufactured by men for 
men, and duly provided by the same for the same with 
a bulbously overclothed “modesty” more lascivious than 
any frank sensuality, had become more and more 
irksome to the best of the actresses who had to lend 
their bodies and souls to it19.
As a feminist theatre company, the Pioneer Players deliberately chose to 
produce plays that showed women in an unorthodox light. This included 
prostitutes justifying their trade as a personal response to incompetent 
parenting and inadequate education. Such ‘humanising’ of prostitution was 
viewed as highly controversial at a time when society preferred to perceive
17 Hirshfield, 1985: p150.
18 Lillah Emma McCarthy (1875 -  1960) was an important Shakespearian actress and one of 
the few female theatre managers during the Edwardian period. She was also the leading 
interpreter of Shaw’s women and several of his parts were written specifically for her. She 
married Harley Granville-Barker in 1906; the couple divorced in 1917 and she married the 
botanist, Professor Sir Frederick William Keeble in 1921. See entry in Oxford Dictionary of 
National Biography (Kennedy, 2004.)
19 Shaw, 1933: p8.
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her as a victim to be saved or treated as a scapegoat for social evils20. In 
1914 the Pioneer Players’ season opened with the play Paphnutius (The 
Conversion of Thais). Originally written in Latin by the tenth-century 
Benedictine nun, Hroswitha21, this production was translated by Christopher 
St. John (the pen name of Christabel Marshall) and performed twice at the 
Savoy Theatre. Despite the apparently ‘dry’ nature of the play, it was 
received well and the critic in The Times described it as “a very interesting 
hour or so”22. Its popularity with female audiences may have had something 
to do with the storyline, which included the abject figure of Thais, the penitent 
whore, who is punished for her sins by being incarcerated in close 
confinement under extreme privation. Such imagery would have resonated 
with the militant suffragettes in the audience who also might have 
experienced such imprisonment and would have found encouragement in the 
ultimate salvation of their heroine23. An additional incentive for audiences 
may also have been the appearance of the famous actress, Ellen Terry -  
Edith Craig’s mother -  in a minor role.
In May 1914, the Pioneer Players gave eleven performances, at the 
Ambassadors Theatre, of Conal O’Riordan’s The Patience of the Sea, a play
20 Cockin, 1998: p114.
21 Hroswitha or Hrotsvit (literally ‘strong voice’) was the first known female playwright of 
written texts. Writing in the mid-tenth century, she worked in a convent in Gandersheim, 
situated in what is now Germany and was then part of the Holy Roman Empire. Her six plays 
were feminist revisions of the works of the Roman playwright, Terence, who used negative 
imagery to portray women. Hrotsvit’s plays gave women the central role in the development 
of the plot, placing her heroines as objects to be used and violated but within the context of 
their own free will. For example, when a woman chose chastity it was as an alternative to 
attempted rape, prescribed marriage and other forms of patriarchal sexual possession. The 
plays were collected in the sixteenth century, translated from Medieval Latin into modern 
Romance languages in the mid-nineteenth century and eventually into English at the 
beginning of the twentieth century for the Pioneer Players’ production (Case, 1988: p32,
35.)
22 The Times, 12 January 1914: p10.
23 Cockin, 2001: p1.
[239]
The New Woman and the Edwardian Theatre: On and Behind the Stage
which depicted the New Woman in an unconventional light. Eva Fareworth, 
the heroine, is middle-aged with an illegitimate child. She chooses to marry 
for financial security and the majority of the plot is intended to expose the 
difficulties and limitations that motherhood inflicts upon women in a 
patriarchal society. In common with many similar feminist dramas of the 
period, the play remained unpublished, almost certainly owing to the 
contemporary nature of the material. In this particular instance the production 
company chose to use the play to make a thinly disguised criticism of its 
rival, the Incorporated Stage Society, with its links to the Fabian Society. 
While the female character remains emotionally strong, the male characters 
-  both Fabians -  are portrayed as psychologically weak24.
The Pioneer Players’ only other offering in 1914 was a trilogy of one act 
plays which they staged for two performances at the Little Theatre in June. 
The first, The DueP, was an adaptation by Harcourt Williams of a short story 
by Guy de Maupassant. While bearing little resemblance to the original 
French text, the play was used to demonstrate the difficulty men have in 
conforming to the dominant gender role: the male protagonist commits 
suicide rather than fight a duel to defend the honour of an unknown woman. 
The second, The Level Crossing26 by Mrs. Herbert Cohen27, examines the 
dilemma experienced by a woman who endures an unhappy marriage for the 
sake of her illegitimate child. Ironically, the newspaper reviews chose to 
foreground the wife’s overwhelming grief at the death of her son rather than
24 Ibid: p 6 0 -1.
25 Harcourt Williams, 1914.
26 Cohen Mrs., 1914.
27 Mrs. Herbert Cohen was Honorary Treasurer of the Jewish League for Woman Suffrage in 
1913. (See Crawford, 2001: p310.)
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the tragedy of her loveless marriage while the child was alive. The final play 
was Idle Women28 by Magdalen Ponsonby: a comedy which mocks the 
empty lives and superficial interests of a group of philanthropical, wealthy 
women. Although it achieved publication in 1914, it has remained in obscurity 
ever since.
Although the period leading up to 1914 had seen female protagonists on 
stage articulating extreme, militant views, they did not appear in any 
significant guise in London in any of the new dramas of that year. At a time of 
social and political upheaval, theatre managers elected to put on plays that 
reflected the stability of former years and which reassured their audiences. 
Angry and vociferous women, expressing viewpoints contrary to popular 
sensibilities, were relegated to the margins of the performance. New Women, 
when present on stage as central characters, appeared in the familiar and 
less fanatical guise associated with the independent women of the previous 
century. Embodied in an imagery created largely by an unsympathetic press, 
the New Woman of the 1890s and 1900s was essentially a fictitious 
character. She was a “composite product of the accelerating woman’s (sic) 
movement, a forerunner to the -  equally frequently caricatured -  
suffragette.”29 Although commentators continued to use the term ‘New 
Women’ to describe the female activists of the twentieth century, the majority 
of feminists from the previous generation would have preferred to distance 
themselves from this new breed. Indeed, to continue to use the term ‘New 
Women’ to describe members of the militant fraternity of women 
campaigning for ‘votes for women’ in the twentieth century, denigrates the
28 Ponsonby, 1914.
29 Gardner, 1998: p74.
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significant contribution made by feminists in the previous decades. Such 
women shunned exhibitionism.
The productions of the Pioneer Players were revolutionary for their time, 
challenging as they did the male dominated theatrical world. Their 
performances of 1914, however, contributed little to the canon of dramatic 
literature.
The fin de siècle suffragette dramatists, although 
supported by various authority figures such as George 
Bernard Shaw, had support as women fighting for 
suffrage and not as dramatists of any stature30.
Indeed, the awareness of such plays and those by other female writers owes 
more to the persistence of feminist academics in the 1980s, who deliberately 
set out to find such works in long-forgotten archives, than to any literary 
merit. Only three New Women plays, penned by female authors and 
performed in London in 1914, approach the competence of those written by 
male dramatists: Break the Walls Down (Mrs. Alexander Gross), A Woman 
Alone (Mrs. W.K. Clifford, 1915) and Mary-Girl (Hope Merrick).
Madge Beufre, a relatively minor character in Mrs. Alexander Gross’s 
play Break the Walls Down, is a typical example of a feminist portrayed as 
rebellious, yet rational. She expresses her controversial opinions to her 
father, even though he is scornful of her views.
Madge You’re too old-fashioned, father, that is what it is . ...
Mr. Beufre It is not I who am too old-fashioned, miss, but 
you who are too new fashioned. I knew it when you wrote 
from school that it was time for you to choose a profession. 
(scornfully) The finest profession on earth for a girl is to -  get 
married31.
30 Godiwala, 2003: pxiii.
31 Gross, Mrs., 1914: Act One, p6.
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Madge’s retort utilises the Victorian rationale for dealing with ‘old maids’ 
reminiscent of Norah Marsh’s actions in Maugham’s, The Land of Promise.
Madge Unfortunately we cannot all get married, father, 
unless we got to Utah and share a man between three or 
four of us; there are not enough men to go around, you 
know, and nowadays, such a lot of men prefer their giddy 
bachelor life32.
The argument continues with Madge citing feminist views and defending the 
cause while her father attacks the principles of female education and 
suffragettes in particular.
Mr. Beufre And no wonder, when some of the women are 
turning suffragettes and smashing windows; others becoming 
doctors, or trying to become lawyers. Thank goodness, they 
have not forced that barrier yet. I don’t know what the world 
is coming to33.
Madge To its senses. It is no use your bucking, father, you 
are trying to stand still while the world is moving on; you have 
got to realize that we women and girls are not pieces of 
machinery to be wound up by our fathers or our husbands; 
you will have to get used to the idea that your wives and 
daughters are as clever as the husbands and sons. Don’t 
forget I took my degree at Girton ...
Mr. Beufre {angrily) ... This is the result of higher education 
for girls is it? ... When you took that scholarship and went up 
to Girton, I didn’t want to let you go, but your mother 
persuaded me. I said then that a good boarding school 
education was sufficient for any g ir l... Higher education for 
girls is the greatest mistake this century has made. You 
ought to have learned to cook a potato or darn a stocking, 
miss, instead —
Madge (provokingly) I can do both beautifully, father34.
32 Gross Mrs, 1914.
33 At the end of the nineteenth century, a moderate number of women were becoming highly 
educated, thanks to concessions in the education system. Girton (1869) and Newnham 
(1871) Colleges in Cambridge; Royal Holloway (1879) and Westfield (1882) Colleges in 
London, had been offering courses for women for some years, although almost all 
professions were still closed to them when they qualified (Nelson, 2001: px.)
34 Gross Mrs., 1914: Act One, p7.
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Incensed at his daughter’s impertinence, Mr. Beufre attacks Madge with 
what, for him, is the ultimate insult. He accuses her of being a “militant 
suffragette”35.
Madge Oh no, father, not militant —
Mr. Beufre There!!! Do you hear that? Didn’t I tell you so?
{scornfully) Didn’t I say when she wrote about choosing a 
profession -  that’s Girton, I should not be a bit surprised if 
the next letter we receive comes from Holloway Gaol.
Madge Now father dear, don’t be such an optimist. I am not 
nearly so advanced as that; but I’ll tell you what I will do. I will 
drop you a picture postcard from Gambrinus36 to-morrow 
night after the play.
Mr. Beufre {banging fist on the table) You are not going to 
the play to-morrow night; and what is more I will not have you 
trapesing (sic) about with a lot of girls who are all tainted with 
advanced ideas, and who, for all I know, may be ramping, 
raging, tearing suffragettes.
Madge {meaningly) None of them ramp or rage, father, and I 
have never seen one of the tear; but of course, like all 
sensible beings, they believe they are quite physically and 
mentally, capable of putting a little black cross on a small 
white paper.
Mr. Beufre That just shows what a job lot you girls know 
about politics.
Madge But politics has nothing whatever to do with any 
logical reason why four big strapping girls should not spend a 
jolly evening together; there is nothing in the West End of 
London half as likely to harm girls, as to harm boys37.
Such an exchange of views, within the context of a dramatic setting, gives a 
rare insight into the arguments that were raging between the generations and 
the sexes in many middle- and upper-class homes. While the fight for 
political rights became more aggressive and vocal, an equally powerful battle 
was being fought for the accurate representation of women within society.
35 Gross Mrs., 1914.
36 Ye Olde Gambrinus was a chain of vast beer halls selling German lager. By 1900 there 
were two branches in London; one in Regent Street and one in Piccadilly.
37 Gross Mrs., 1914: Act One, p7 -  8.
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The Victorian ideal of womanhood no longer sufficed and the political 
activists began to project diverse images of their sisterhood. While many of 
their number imitated the militant and martyred style of Joan of Arc, many 
more aspired to be “strong and composed professional women, especially 
doctors, lawyers, and Members of Parliament”38. The possibilities of realising 
a status in the commercial world equivalent to men was explored as the main 
theme of Break the Walls Down. It is Madge’s mother, however, who 
succeeds as a New Woman in the business world, giving her daughter an 
abject lesson in pragmatic feminism.
The three act drama presents two contrasting images of New Women in 
the daughter-mother pairing of Madge and Mrs. Beufre. Madge epitomises 
the confident, young, educated woman who supports the suffrage movement 
in principle but stops short of committing herself to militancy. In her argument 
with her father she is articulate and outspoken. This is distinct from her 
mother, who is clandestine about her activities and conceals them from her 
husband. Erroneously labelled as a ‘propagandist play’ by The Times39, 
Break the Walls Down ran for fifteen performances at the Savoy Theatre in 
May 1914. The letter accompanying the licence for the play, written by the 
censor, Ernest Bendall, summarises the plot.
The “walls” that are to be broken down, according to
this didactic drama, are those that separate men and
38 Caine, 1997: p173.
39 The Stage, 29 January 1914: p24.
The World magazine reported that the critic in The Times “went a regular ‘howler’” by 
headlining his article “Propagandist Play at the Savoy”. The journalist, writing under the 
pseudonym The Man in the Stalls’ states that the play “was not propagandist, nor was it 
intended to be so.” He claims that, both the author, Mrs. Gross and the director, Miss 
Macintosh, were “far too sensible to use the stage for such purposes even if they had 
inclinations in the direction” of suffrage propaganda. He concludes: “As a matter of fact Miss 
Macintosh is a strong anti-suffragette, and was correspondingly amused when she read the 
misapplied criticism directed against her efforts.” (The World, 26 May 1914: p897.)
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women, especially married ones, in business.... The 
play is devoted chiefly to the contrast between the 
masculine blundering which brings the husband’s 
business to the verge of bankruptcy, and the feminine 
skill which enables the wife and her dressmaking 
establishment to rescue the pig-headed merchant from 
the clutches of the Official Receiver40.
The play’s opening exposition takes place at the Beufres’ house at 
Chislehurst, South-East London, on Monday, February 2nd 1914. Madge 
Beufre has just learned that her mother has been running a thriving 
dressmaking business for some years, unbeknown to both her overbearing 
husband and the rest of the family. The profits for the year are set to exceed 
five thousand pounds and Madge is curious as to how her mother achieved 
such phenomenal success.
Madge But how did you find the courage to do it, mother?
Mrs. Beufre I knew I could do it, if I only had the chance. I 
was born for business, I have always felt it in my very bones
-  the desire to be up and doing. What woman with any brains 
can be content to spy out the dust tracks the housemaid may 
have left -  to weigh up the meat to see if an ounce is missing
-  or to gad about from at-home to at-home, where the only 
vital subjects are the servant problems and the latest 
fashions. It is all too banal for words ... I asked [your father] 
to let me help in his business; he simply scouted the idea as 
nonsensical, and laughed at me so scornfully that I was 
humiliated to the dust. It was a huge joke to him, but deadly 
earnest to me. [...]
Sitting here, at home -  alone - 1 began to feel that I was 
irrevocably hemmed in -  hemmed in between four walls that 
were gradually stifling all life and ambition in me -  then the 
idea crept into my mind -  to break down the walls, to make a 
hole into something wider -  greater -  into life41.
Such rebellion contravened the traditional husband-wife relationship as 
reinforced by nineteenth-century British writers and artists. Convention 
dictated that respectable women should display ladylike helplessness when
40 Bendall, 1914.
41 Gross, Mrs., 1914: Act One, p3 - 4
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confronted by the masculine sphere of business. Their obligation was to 
civilise and refine their husbands, not to enter the world of politics and 
business which would “disqualify them from home-based duty” 42.
As Mr. Beufre’s business slides into bankruptcy, his wife’s subtle offers 
of help are rejected with an outburst of male chauvinism.
Mr. Beufre (sharply) There is no trouble, and if there were, 
you couldn’t help me. Women are no earthly use in business.
Look at you now, just because something you cannot 
understand crops up to disturb your usual routine -  you 
picture visions of ruin in your imagination43.
After Mr. Beufre leaves the room his wife analyses the situation for Madge, 
and thus also for the audience.
Mrs. Beufre Something must be seriously wrong at the 
office, I’m afraid, but he is too vain to allow his womenfolk to 
have an inkling. He is so proud of his business abilities; most 
men are like that, they must be little tin gods in their own 
households. If he does come a cropper, I’m afraid it would 
smash him up body and soul44.
All is resolved in the final act which takes place at a creditors’ meeting in 
Beufre’s office. Adamant to the last that he, and he alone, can resolve the 
desperate financial situation, Beufre forbids his wife and daughter from 
remaining in the room. In an outburst that is consistent with Victorian 
patriarchal attitudes, he reveals his fear of public humiliation in front of the 
women he believes he has controlled heretofore.
Mr. Beufre I must ask you to be so good as to leave me to 
face my affairs alone
Mrs. Beufre Our affairs, please. Don’t forget, Pat, you have 
deliberately brought us both up to be absolutely and solely 
dependent upon yourself and upon your business prosperity;
42 Hammerton, 1978: p23.
43 Gross Mrs., 1914: Act One, p14.
44 Gross Mrs, 1914.
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therefore anything that is affecting that prosperity is of vital 
interest to both of us. [...]
Mr. Beufre I forbid either of you to remain. Can’t you see, 
can’t both of you see, how humiliating your presence is to 
me? ... I shall be the laughing-stock .
At the climax of the meeting, when all seems lost for Beufre, his wife 
steps in and offers to pay his debts. Angry and defeated, he is forced to 
accept, although it is only Beufre, of all the men present, who finds the 
resolution improper. While he strives to resist female supremacy in this 
situation, the male creditors have no qualms in acceding to a woman’s 
business acumen, as long as they receive their money. They ignore Beufre’s 
outburst.
Mr. Beufre I refuse to allow my wife to pay my debts. I will 
keep my business afloate (sic) by my own ability, or sink with 
it.
Mrs. Beufre A good captain never refuses a crew -  but 
whether you consent or not, I am prepared to carry out my 
proposal.
Mr. Beufre (to Mrs. Beufre) What does all this tomfoolery 
mean? I refuse to allow Mrs. Beufre to pay -  do you hear?
Make me a bankrupt -  do what you like to me -  but I will not 
have any of Mrs. Beufre’s money in my business46.
After a swift reconciliation between the pair, the final scene is marred by 
the inevitable transition from feminist victory to the intimacy of male-female 
relationships. Mrs. Beufre unexpectedly reveals that Madge and Townsend -  
Mr. Beufre’s business manager -  are romantically involved. In a play that has 
concentrated on promoting female ability and independence, the final words 
reduce it to the level of all other traditional dramas: “Can one do better than
45 Ibid: Act Three, p5.
46 Ibid: Act Three, p14
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love?”47 The romantic conclusion to the drama conformed to the opinion 
Shaw expressed in his epilogue to Pygmalion. There he accused audiences 
of having “imaginations” that were “enfeebled by their lazy dependence on 
the ready-mades and reach-me-downs of the ragshop in which Romance 
keeps its stock of ‘happy endings’ to misfit all stories.”48
Break the Walls Down was a serious effort, by an intelligent female 
playwright49, to present the case for allowing women independence without 
destroying the foundations of traditional marriage. The theatre review that 
appeared in The Stage on 21st May 1914 attempted to undermine Mrs. 
Gross’s motives for writing the play, stating that she was a “business 
woman”, who managed to infiltrate the name of her firm into the play. 
Furthermore, because the work was written by such a woman, it must 
therefore be “naturally feminist” and the walls that the author is trying to 
break down are those of “male prejudice against the larger activity of 
women.” The journalist is highly critical of Mrs. Gross, claiming that she 
overstates her case and “breaks down nothing so much as her own play.” He 
concludes that “[mjen’s training, to say nothing of their inherited experience, 
or of their physical capacity, gives them great advantages over women in 
business.” Having established his own credentials by reinforcing the 
traditional viewpoint of the patriarchal society, the journalist then proceeds to
47 Ibid: Act Three, p16.
48 Shaw, 1916: p191.
49 Isabelle Gross (née Cowley, 1886 -1937) was a playwright and suffragette. She married 
the Hungarian Alexander Gross, the founder of the highly successful map-publishing 
business, Geographia. Their son, Anthony Sandor Gross was an artist. In 1935 their 
daughter, Phyllis Isobel Pearsall singlehandedly compiled and produced the first AtoZ map 
of the London Streets. It is still published today and made Phyllis a multi-millionaire. See 
entry in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Baker, 2004.)
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claim that men no longer dominate women in the home and that “the petty 
tyrant of the domestic hearth” was a figure from a former age.
The type may survive in a few specimens, but the 
family man who domineers over his wife and objects to 
his girls having the least degree of liberty is not 
representative today -  is indeed, an anachronism.
Here, Mrs. Gross is not beating down any walls: she is 
only beating the air, for the walls do not exist. The 
stage has, no doubt, a tendency to accentuate social 
phenomena, but false values serve no purpose50.
This particular critic’s viewpoint was almost certainly optimistic and 
demonstrated the sensitivity men were experiencing when women 
challenged their strongly-held beliefs in their own superiority. Madge Beufre’s 
bid for independence and financial security, outside her husband’s control, 
foregrounds the insecurity men were experiencing for the first time. 
Conventional society began to question the traditional role of its women with 
trepidation. Indeed, if women could find fulfilment in work and society outside 
the home while earning their own living, how would this affect their view of 
marriage itself? Furthermore, would this new-found economic independence 
from their husbands lead to a demand for new conditions within the 
matrimonial home?51 Mrs. Beufre is at pains to set her husband’s mind at 
rest on that score, proclaiming: “I am so glad that you know everything ... 
From now, you will take an interest in my business; I shall take an interest in 
yours”52. The male-female relationship retreats from female dominance to an 
equal partnership; a conclusion that would satisfy all but the most militant 
feminists in the audience.
50 The Stage, 21 May 1914: p22.
51 Gardiner, 1993: p2.
52 Gross Mrs., 1914: Act Three, p16
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The opening scene of Mrs. W. K. Clifford’s four act drama, A Woman 
Alone53, foregrounds a marriage that initially seems based on just such 
principles of equality. The foundations of this relationship, however, are soon 
disturbed when the husband decides to exert his authority over his wife. 
Written as an adaptation of her short story published some years before54, A 
Woman Alone charts the marriage and subsequent separation of an Austrian 
woman, Blanche, and her English husband, Richard Bowden. The marriage 
founders when the couple encounter a conflict of aspirations and lifestyles: 
she is a socialite with political ambitions for her partner, while he wishes to 
lead a simple, private life. The Times reviewer describes Richard Bowden as 
“a man of superior talents bu t... at the same time an idler, an egotist, and 
more than a bit of a bully.” Blanche is “a romantic Austrian lady, who loves 
great causes and would like to see her husband play a noble part, with 
herself in the background regulating the limelight.”55 After a particularly trying 
social interlude, peopled by men and women Richard clearly despises, his 
anger mounts against his wife when she attempts to defend her feminist 
principles.
He (Trying to hide the fact that he is growing angry.) I hate 
the everlasting movement of the time, and the restless 
platform women -
She (Quickly) I’m not one of those - 1 do not want to be -  
though I want to be allowed intelligent interests, in my home.
That is what women have been struggling for in this country 
-  to be allowed intelligent interests, and occupations, without 
jeers and patronage, and because this has not been 
recognised, they have gone to extremes. (He moves 
impatiently)
53 Clifford Mrs., 1915.
54 Clifford, 1901.
55 The Times, 18 July 1914: p5.
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She You don’t understand. Women are different now from 
when our mothers were young. They know more, they have 
thought more, learnt more -  and they want to have their part 
-  but not the bigger part; and it is only the people who are 
old-fashioned, or narrow, who are afraid of giving women a 
little share of life . . .  They cannot bear the useless life any 
longer, unless they are stupid56.
Clearly this portrayal of a New Woman is intended to conform to the 
characteristics of the nineteenth-century feminist rather than the militant 
suffragette who was making her presence felt outside the walls of the 
theatre. Indeed, William Archer’s review described the play as “an attempt to 
urge a middle course between the complete subjection and the complete 
emancipation of women.”57 The female writer highlights the rational nature of 
Blanche’s argument by presenting her husband, Richard, as a dominating 
and bigoted partner in their marriage. His patriarchal viewpoint is expressed 
through bullying and he offers Blanche an ultimatum.
He ... it is for me to choose the life I lead, not you. Women 
have become a public nuisance with their demands and 
intellect and energy. (A pause. In a hard voice.) We married 
because we thought we should be happy together -  if we find 
we were mistaken we will try being happier apart.... If you 
cannot leave me alone to live as I choose, and unless you 
make this house the sort of place in which I care to stay, I 
shall leave it... Home is a woman’s place, and the life of a 
normal woman -  the one she is best fitted for -  should satisfy 
her.
She Not now - she has gone on -  though I do not know what 
you mean by a normal woman - 1 think it is a stupid one58.
He then proceeds to describe the role he envisages for his ideal wife; 
one that encompasses the aspirations and ideals of the Victorian husband 
and his ‘angel in the house’.
56 Clifford Mrs., 1915: p19.
57 The Nation, 6 August 1914: p171.
58 — , 1915: p20.
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He You can play about - 1 believe that is the term nowadays 
-  in the house and amuse yourself in a manner that has 
contented many charming women. I don’t care for society, but 
I will take you to parties or theatres occasionally, if you desire 
it. You can become intimate with various people, and I will not 
interfere -  if I approve of them. But I will not have this 
nonsense going on -  this struggle for a public or intellectual 
life -  women are not meant for it, nor fit for it. I’m quite aware 
that a few exceptional women have had salons and so on, 
but in my opinion they were not desirable women. You can 
subscribe to charitable or social functions occasionally if you 
wish; but I will not have your name flaunted in lists of 
committees for tom-fool projects, nor of people interested in 
modern movements -  of which I do not usually approve -  and 
you are not to give it to anyone -  anywhere -  without my 
permission. Do you hear?
She (Staring at him.) Yes, I hear. You want me to live the sort 
of life that has been sufficient for your mother and sisters.
He (Firmly.) Yes59.
While Blanche is the heroine of the play and takes centre stage for the 
majority of the action, occasionally the minor characters act as foils to the 
narrative and characterisation. Jack and Millicent Percival are young, happy 
and newly married at the beginning of the play. Millicent is described by one 
of the characters as “a pretty little simpleton”60 and in the second act she 
confirms her role as angelic wife when she declares “I hate politics” and 
unquestioningly accepts her husband’s response: “Your sex is better without 
them, darling -  far better”61. Millicent produces the requisite son within the 
first two years of their marriage and the pair are described as “billing and 
cooing still”62. This is in direct contrast to the friction engendered in Blanche 
and Richard’s relationship.
59 Ibid: p21.
60 Ibid: p8.
61 Ibid: p30.
62 Ibid: p38.
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After the couple’s separation Richard travels in Europe and Blanche 
remains at home for the next two years. Act Two takes place in an hotel in 
Innsbruck where the estranged couple have agreed to meet. Richard 
believes his wife has travelled to Europe to beg for reconciliation and to offer 
an apology while, in reality she has come to ask him to stop insulting her by 
sending her a monthly allowance. The Times describes the conversation that 
ensues as “a very trying lecture on the place of woman, which does not end 
except on the very verge of a suffrage debate.”63
She I could not be content with the life of the average woman 
of thirty years ago.
He (Impatiently.) It was better than the restlessness of the 
woman of to-day -  which is the result of men being too 
generous.
She Generous! -  how have they been generous?
He They have opened too many doors to women.
She Oh yes, they have opened doors -  because women 
were beating against the bars -  but they dislike seeing them 
go through -  they grudge it, sometimes they hate it. We will 
not discuss that or we will come to the Suffrage, and I am not 
a Suffragette -  though I understand now the atmosphere that 
evolved them . . .  It is a tradition that has hampered you -  the 
tradition of years and years ago concerning women64.
Such coherent and lucid argument suggests that Lucy Clifford, the 
author of the play, must have been a militant feminist, although she made no 
such claim for herself at the time. Clearly a highly intelligent and forceful 
woman, she explained her opinions in an interview for the New York Times in 
1912. When asked if she was a suffragette she snapped “No!” with great 
vehemence. Her response when questioned about her views on the 
suffragette question was that she “sat on the fence, and whichever side
63 The Times, 18 July 1914: p5.
64 Clifford Mrs., 1915: p47.
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comes toward me I say: ‘Please go away, or I will fall on the other side!’” The 
article quotes Mrs. Clifford as stating:
I do think, however, that the vote should go to all who 
pay taxes,” she went on, “no matter whether it is a man, 
a woman, or a kangaroo. I should like to see the vote 
taken away from a great many men”.
The interviewer inferred from this idea that Mrs. Clifford “did not, after all, 
hold herself so severely aloof from the seething vortex of suffrage and anti­
suffrage.” When tentatively asked if any of her novels addressed the issue of 
womens’ suffrage her reply was sharp and decisive: “I keep clear of it in all 
my books. I have never written a single line about it.”65
Mrs. Clifford’s motivation for telling such a blatant untruth is not evident, 
although it is possible that she might have been teasing the journalist in 
order to be provocative. As if to confirm her own neutral stance on the 
subject of women’s suffrage, in Act Three of her play she directs her heroine 
away from a feminist point of view into the more traditional, Victorian female 
role. After four years, Blanche is a shadow of the vivacious socalite portrayed 
in the opening scene of the play. She is tired and depressed, while her 
salons are uninspiring and attended only by the faithful and dwindling few. 
Her complete volte face in her beliefs is portrayed through an exchange 
between Blanche and a female admirer who has come to her for advice. 
Having “read a great deal and been to meetings”, Mrs. Vynor has upset her 
husband by speaking in public. She complains that he is trying to stop her 
doing the things she wants to do and that he “doesn’t understand that the 
world has changed -  for women.” Blanche realises that her friend is in the 
same situation as she had been herself with Richard some years before and
65 The New York Times, 18 February 1912: pSM8.
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that Mrs. Vynor is appealing for her tacit approval for her to leave her 
husband. Blanche’s response is not the one Mrs. Vynor is expecting.
Blanche Why did you marry your husband?...
Mrs. Vynor ...Because I loved him - 1 love him still, but there 
are other things.
Blanche (With a curiously defiant manner.) Oh yes, there are 
other things -  but unless we have love -  the love of those we 
love - the world is empty....
Mrs. Vynor (A little scared.) But women are doing so much 
nowadays one doesn’t want to be out of it, and heaps of them 
are happy without love.
Blanche {Shakes her head) No, they only act as if they were. 
...if men had treated them differently women wouldn’t have 
clamoured for the vote -  nor broken windows -  life would 
have been full enough.
Mrs. Vynor {Blankly) Men are cleverer and stronger than we 
are, I suppose...
Blanche {Calmer)... of two people one must be the stronger. 
And our weakness -  the inward weakness of our hearts -  
puts us at their mercy. This -  this is the real tragedy of our 
sex, its handicap. We try to hide it, to conquer it, but we can’t 
-  can’t -  and if women get the power they are struggling for, 
it will be a husk unless they love too ....
Mrs. Vynor But why can’t we have both? We are not stupid 
any more.
Blanche ... The leopard cannot change his spots nor the 
black man his skin, nor woman her nature ...
Mrs. Vynor And what am I to do? ...
Blanche You mustn’t question me. I can’t bear i t ... There are 
plenty of things in life for women -  go home and take those 
you can reach to. Go home -  and look pretty and laugh; men 
are not won by tears ... Just now you said that men were 
cleverer and stronger than women -
Mrs. Vynor Yes -  yes -  and they must be - for women are 
such hero-worshippers; they don’t see it yet -  they don’t 
know it -  but that’s what the woman’s movement means, for 
as women reach high they will want men to reach higher, so 
that they will love them still66.
66 — , 1915: p69 - 72.
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Hearing that Richard has returned to England but is about to leave again 
that same night, Blanche sets aside her feminist principles as she realises 
how much she loves and misses her husband. The couple are reconciled as 
the curtain falls at the end of the play. While Richard admits that he has 
behaved like a brute and that he still loves her, he only concedes that they 
have both been wrong. This appears to be more than good enough for the 
once fiercely independent Blanche and she falls emotionally into his arms67. 
As one theatre critic observed, “what began with something like 
propagandism tails off into sentimental romance.”68 Archer noted that the 
author “believes in the active and intelligent cooperation of women in the 
affairs of the world, but she would leave the voting power to men.”69 Other 
reviewers found the play confusing.
As we left the Little Theatre the question why Mrs. W.K.
Clifford wrote ‘A Woman Alone’ insistently pursued us.
Was it a suffrage play? The heroine was obviously a 
woman with too small an outlet for her energy ... This 
seems a Suffragist theme. On the other hand, its 
purpose might be anti-suffragist. If so, we can only say 
that an outburst of opinion on the part of a blasé 
individual to the effect that women should not have the 
vote is hardly a sufficient argument for a three-act 
Play70
Archer’s comments in The Nation summarised the concensus: “[The 
play] will neither check the militants in their mad career nor damp the ardour
67 This ending is in stark contrast to the final scene Lucy Clifford wrote in her original novel, 
published in 1901, upon which the play was based. There, Blanche waits in expectation for 
the arrival of her husband in response to her letter summoning him. She plans a grand 
reconciliation after she has humbled herself, only to be thwarted when her messenger 
returns with the news that Richard had died the previous day. While the possibility of such a 
devastating ending might have been acceptable to readers of the written page, it would have 
been an anathema to theatre audiences, whose expectations demanded a predictably happy 
and romantic conclusion.
68 The Illustrated London News, 25 July 1914: p160.
69 The Nation, 6 August 1914: p171.
70 The Athenaeum, 25 July 1914: p128.
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of the men and women who are working for woman suffrage by legitimate 
methods.”71
In her Preface to the printed version of A Woman Alone, Lucy Clifford 
explained her intentions when writing the drama.
Any interest the play has was meant to lie in the 
attitude of its chief characters towards current ideas. In 
Blanche Bowden I wanted to draw a woman full of 
intellectual energy and ideals .... She finds herself 
handicapped by natural feminine instincts and comes to 
realise that the affections have still an unsuspected, 
sometimes an overwhelming, power of their own72.
Thus Blanche is faced with the dilemma so typical for women of the early 
twentieth century: the desire to participate in the “progressive politics of 
equality” while facing the choices women have traditionally been forced to 
make throughout the ages73.
The female authors of Break the Walls Down and The Woman Alone 
characterised their New Women as capable females with the intelligence to 
hold their own in a man’s world. Despite this, both of the main female 
protagonists expressed their free-thinking within their roles as wives. In 
addition, both female playwrights were married74. These women wrote plays 
that portrayed a social type of female who refused to conform to the narrow 
definitions of womanhood previously inflicted upon them. In so doing, they 
expanded the definition of the New Woman of the twentieth century while 
utilising many of the characteristics of her Victorian predecessor. In contrast,
71 The Nation, 6 August 1914: p171.
72 Clifford Mrs., 1915: pvii.
73 Carlson and Powell, 2004: p253.
74 Mrs. Alexander Gross (Break the Walls Down) and Mrs. William Kingdon (Lucy) Clifford (A 
Woman Alone).
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Hope Merrrick’s75 drama Mary-Girl76, at the Vaudeville Theatre in January 
1914, offered little encouragement for women determined to act 
independently of their husbands.
Mary Sheppard, the Mary-Girl of the title, begins the play as a woman 
with aspirations above her station in life and a determination to escape the 
drudgery of poverty. When the opportunity arises for her to act as wet-nurse 
to the new-born son of a local aristocrat, she leaves her husband and her 
own son for one year to take up the position. Tempted by the promise of 
sufficient money to build a brick chapel with her earnings, Mary’s husband 
gives his blessing to the separation. Although Mary enjoys the elevation of 
status and the rich living in which she temporarily luxuriates, her return to 
normality a year later is disastrous. She fails to settle back into a life of 
poverty and physical labour and escapes to London with the inevitable fate 
as a ‘fallen woman’. On her return home, her husband rejects the money 
Mary earned as wet-nurse and the climax of the play sees him burn down the 
chapel. The couple are tentatively reconciled.
It is a pity that so excellent an object as a brick chapel 
should be the evil genius of the play. Yet so it is. Built of 
the materials of Scandinavian drama, it is always just 
round the corner, heavy with doom. We never see it, 
but we hear more than enough about it, and in the end 
it becomes a bore which we are well rid of77.
The audience on the opening night appear to have received the 
production enthusiastically. Even Punch magazine’s satirical critique of the 
performance was mildly favourable, despite its pointed reference to Ibsen’s
75 Hope Sarah Augusta Butler-Wilkins married the novelist and dramatist Leonard William 
Merrick. She was the author of one other novel in 1905 entitled When a Girl’s Engaged. She 
died at the age of 46 in London in 1917.
76 Merrick, 1914. Also published as a posthumous novel in 1920 (Merrick, 1920.)
77 Punch, 21 January 1914: p56.
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dramas, which were still considered gloomy and ‘too realistic’ by many such 
critics.
Thus, the range of nominally feminist plays, written by women and 
performed in London in 1914, encompassed a broad school of imagery for 
the female sex. Although such modest works may have been few in number, 
they promoted alternative viewpoints to those being expressed in the 
commercial theatres in the popular areas of the West End. Despite their 
origins, however, none of the dramas attempted to demonstrate radical 
tendencies or to promote the suffragettes’ cause. Such works performed in 
other years of the period have formed the basis of previous academic study 
by scholars such as Julie Holledge78 and Katherine Cockin79. That the 
particular works of 1914 explored in this chapter have so far escaped 
scholarly study is a reflection of their poor quality, lack of social impact at the 
time and subsequent low appeal to feminist critics.
The failure of these niche dramas to reach significant numbers of 
audiences was, in part, due to deliberate decisions by male theatre 
managers to exclude non-commercial material. Yet the women who actually 
wrote and presented the plays may also have contributed to the limited 
exposure of their work by deliberately choosing to perform to sympathetic 
(predominantly female) audiences. This investigation has gone some way in 
bringing these previously unexposed works into the academic sphere but, 
due to the broad range of the topic, has only been able to give them limited 
evaluation. Similarly, assessment of the works themselves is a subjective 
process and personal opinion suggesting that these plays justify inclusion in
78 Holledge, 1981.
79 Cockin, 2001.
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the theatrical canon is equivocal. By employing the new historicist’s 
approach to investigation we are aware of such short-comings.
Historians can no longer claim that their study of the past is 
detached and objective. We cannot transcend our own 
historical situation. The past is not something which 
confronts us as if it were a physical object, but is something 
we construct from already written texts of all kinds which we 
construe in line with our particular historical concerns.” 80
As a feminist, Virginia Woolf foregrounded the need for women to write 
independent of preconceived ideologies. In A Room of One’s Own she 
argued that such works should avoid comparative assessment of women’s 
experience in relation to men’s; the exploration of female experience in its 
own right was essential. This was particularly difficult in 1914 when female 
rebellion was occurring alongside the unrest of the working classes. Plays 
such as Mary-Girl commented on the social climate of the day which 
exposed both gender and class inequalities. In Hope Merrick’s drama, the 
heroine is unable to exploit her elevation from her lower-class existence. 
Furthermore, Mary’s hopes and desires for a life ‘above her station’ are 
crushed and revealed as inappropriate. The class distinctions remain 
untarnished by any fluidity of movement from one rank to another, which is 
the opposite outcome to Eliza’s fate in Shaw’s Pygmalion (1914). The 
contrasting destinies of Mary and Eliza illustrate the realities of social 
attitudes to lower-class women in the Edwardian period: self-improvement 
was only sanctioned within the confines of a male-female relationship. 
Attempts to achieve this through individual effort were considered 
unacceptable and such women should be seen to fail. Mary, the character 
created by a female playwright, never achieves independence and returns to
80 Selden, Widdowson and Brooker, 2005: p181.
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her husband in shame after she tries to do so. Ironically, Eliza Doolittle in 
Pygmalion, a character invented by a British, male dramatist, attained 
middle-class respectability and independence. As such, she conformed to 
feminist ideals while providing Shaw with a heroine who was to outlive those 
created by female playwrights of the era. In addition, Shaw’s play achieved 
commercial and critical success when it premiered at His Majesty’s Theatre 
in April 1914. The financial and prestigious rewards for this drama were in 
direct contrast to public response to the efforts of female playwrights that 
year. Such a discrepancy may be accounted for by the poor literary quality of 
the work by the latter but should also be attributed to the propensity London 
audiences showed for dramas written by popular, British male dramatists. 
The next chapter will focus on the relatively few plays featuring New Women 
that were written by these men.
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Chapter Nine: Through the Eyes of British Male Dramatists
This chapter will address the issue of whether male dramatists, who 
apparently supported the feminist cause, portrayed women characters in a 
way that was sympathetic to their beliefs. Did commercial considerations 
interfere with the potential authority such figures could have given to their 
female protagonists? Was the exploitation of the imagery of the New Woman 
associated with political and social statements or was she merely being used 
as a tool for masculine prejudice?
The London stage in 1914, dominated as it was by British male 
dramatists, essentially ignored the dramatic potential of the New Woman. As 
shown in the previous chapter, plays by women were unviable propositions 
from a commercial point of view. In addition, the incentives for men to 
perpetuate an unpopular female image were small. Only two plays scripted 
by British male authors featured independent heroines that resonated with 
the image of the New Woman: Bernard Shaw’s Pygmalion (1914) and 
Charles Wheeler’s The Golden Fleece. In contrast to similar dramas penned 
by women, however, both of these were staged in commercial theatres in the 
West End. Furthermore, Pygmalion brought Shaw considerable prestige and 
fortune at the time and contributed to his legendary status in the annals of 
theatrical history. The play ran for 118 performances at His Majesty’s 
Theatre, which had a capacity for an audience of over seventeen hundred 
people at the time. Although it finished its run at the end of July, a time 
commensurate with rumours of impending war, in reality it only closed
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because the leading actor, Sir Herbert Tree, decided he wanted to take a 
holiday1.
The attractions to attend this particular production were many and 
included Shaw’s reputation as a playwright, his remarkable ability for self- 
promotion and the appearance of Mrs. Patrick Campbell and Sir Herbert 
Tree -  two of the most famous actors of the age -  in the leading roles. The 
theatre was filled to capacity and the play was a commercial and literary 
success. The theatre critic for The World newspaper commented in the 
edition of 21st April 1914:
I went to last Wednesday’s matinee, when every seat in 
the house was taken, and would have been taken three 
times over could three applicants have fitted into one 
seat2.
Tree’s biography confirms that public approval of the drama “manifested 
itself by packing the theatre at every performance and applauding the play 
with gusto.”3
Although Shaw may be regarded as a dramatist more sympathetic to the 
feminist cause than most male playwrights of the era, activists from the 
suffrage movement chose to disrupt one of the performances of Pygmalion 
at His Majesty’s Theatre. One evening in June suffragettes showered leaflets 
onto the heads of the audience in the stalls, allegedly causing chaos4.
1 Pearson, 1956: p182.
2 The World, 21 April 1914: p665.
3 — , 1956: p181.
4 A similar disturbance at the same theatre had taken place on Saturday 21st February 1914 
when the King and Queen attended a performance of The Darling of the Gods. The Times 
reported that the protesters rose from their seats in the interval and tried to address the 
audience. Their protests, about the torture of women by forcible feeding in prisons, were met 
with angry cries and hisses. Police and members of the theatre staff evicted them from the 
premises and their removal was followed by cheers from the audience for the King and 
Queen (The Times, 23 February 1914: p4.)
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Similar action took place during the same month in at least nine other major 
West End theatres, including the Duke of York’s, where Maugham’s The 
Land of Promise was being performed, and at the St James’s Theatre, the 
venue for Wilde’s The Ideal Husband5. The Times of Saturday 13th June 
reported:
Militant suffragists last night visited practically every 
theatre in the West-end and caused what appeared to 
be organized disturbances by attempting to address the 
audiences, or by scattering handbills relative to ‘the 
torture of women’6.
Such behaviour antagonised the Establishment press and audiences 
alike. The behaviour of militant suffragettes on the streets of London found 
little sympathy within the walls of the commercial theatres. Their methods of 
campaigning, using unfeminine tactics that distanced them from conservative 
society, were at odds with the typical imagery of womanhood, so revered by 
London audiences. Indeed, by taking to the streets, carrying banners and 
appearing in marches, these women created a form of street theatre of their 
own. Taken to extremes they gave performances of feminist propaganda 
plays in village halls and private houses. As previously discussed, in the 
years prior to 1914 their opinions had even found expression on stage in the 
West End, in dramas written by female members of the movement. In 1914, 
however, the image of the suffragette was held in low regard and 
represented disparagingly in The Ever Open Door1 by George Sims8 and 
H.H. Herbert.
5 Stowell, 1996: p180.
6 The Times, 13 June 1914: p9.
7 Sims and Herbert, 1914.
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In this particular play the authors attempted to portray the street life of 
London, using encounters with minor characters as social commentary.
Here, Molly, a low class villainess and child-stealer, is dressed as a “singing 
widow” and, accompanied by her daughter Maggie, is begging on the streets 
of Westminster.
Lady You’re a professional beggar. Those bootlaces are a 
sham.
Molly A sham is it? Come along, Maggie, don’t bemane 
yourself by singin’ to ‘er. She’s a Suffragette. (To the Lady)
Go and blow up the ‘Ouses o’ Parliament with your tin cans, 
for I warrant it’s nothing else ye’ve got in that bag ye’re 
carryin’l
Lady If you really want to help the child I’ll give you a letter 
for the hospital.
Molly A letter, is it? You can go and put your letter in a pillar­
box and pour treacle and brimstone over the lot9.
Evidently, the lowest villainess was allowed to express contempt to 
suffragettes, even though under normal circumstances she would have 
shown deference to a woman from a class superior to her own. While the 
stage directions do not indicate how the ‘Lady’ is dressed, her costume must 
have made her instantly recognisable as a suffragette to the audience. Molly 
ridicules her by referring to tools the militant members of the movement used 
in bombing public buildings and setting fire to post-boxes. Such activities 
would have outraged the majority of theatregoers watching the performance.
The anti-suffragists accentuated such imagery by implying that all such 
women must be “drunken slatterns, shrewish housewives and neglectful and
8 George R Sims wrote many novels and plays during the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth century that highlighted the social deprivation of London slums. The Ever Open 
Door ran for 177 performances at the Aldwych Theatre, from August 1913 until April 1914.
9 Sims and Herbert, 1914: Act Two, p12.
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immoral wives and mothers.”10 Writing in her memoirs Myself a Player, Lena 
Ashwell11, the pioneering actress and theatre manager, paints a verbal 
picture of the attitudes of many of those in her profession. She describes the 
reaction of Sir Herbert Tree -  one of the most pre-eminent actor-managers of 
the age -  to a book she was carrying at the time, entitled The Soul of a 
Suffragette'12-. “Tree picked it up and with a magnificent gesture of contempt 
flung it into the far corner of the room.” Ashwell continues:
It is impossible to realise now the scorn which women 
who thought that they should be recognised as citizens 
drew upon themselves from otherwise quite polite and 
sensible people. Managers, authors, pressmen became 
quite passionate in their resentment and, wise in their 
generation, did not associate themselves with this 
unpopular movement13.
By comparison with feminist dramas written and staged by women in the 
previous years, Shaw’s Pygmalion presented a muted version of feminist 
ideologies. Far from idealising or caricaturing New Women, which would 
almost certainly have antagonised his leading actor, Sir Herbert Tree, Eliza 
Doolittle was portrayed as an illiterate, lower-class working girl. Her rise in 
social status is choreographed by men and her fleeting attempts at 
independence are controlled by them.
10 Caine, 1997: p173.
11 Lena Ashwell (1872 -  1957) was born on a ship on the Tyne and brought up in Canada. In 
her teens she returned to Europe and became a successful actress. In 1907 she fulfilled her 
ambition to control a London Theatre when she became actor-manager of the Kingsway 
Theatre. She was vice president of the Actresses’ Franchise League and took part in the 
suffrage procession of 18th June 1910. During the First World War she organised groups of 
actors, known as the Lena Ashwell Players, who travelled to France to entertain the troops. 
(See Crawford, 2001.)
12 “The Soul of the Suffragette and Other Stories” (Courtney, 1913.) was a collection of short 
stories drawing attention to the women’s suffrage campaign. It was written by William 
Leonard Courtney, an eminent Oxford philosopher and journalist of some thirty-eight years 
standing in Fleet Street. He included amongst his numerous posts thirty years as chief 
drama critic and literary editor of the Daily Telegraph from the mid 1890s until 1925. See 
entry in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Matheson, 2004.)
13 Ashwell, 1936: p164.
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For the majority of Pygmalion there is no question of the Cockney flower- 
girl achieving equality with her mentor, Professor Higgins. Indeed, there is 
little reason to believe that she could aspire to the accolade of New Woman, 
except within the final few minutes of the drama: it is only there that she 
demonstrates the spirit of independence that allows comparison with 
Blanche Bowden (A Woman Alone) or Madge and Mrs. Beufre (Break the 
Walls Down). While Bernard Shaw frequently indulged his Fabian and 
egalitarian views14 in his plays, he omitted to do so for Eliza for almost the 
entire drama. Other Shaw protagonists such as Vivie Warren in Mrs.
Warren’s Profession (1894) and Anne Whitefield in Man and Superman 
(1901) achieved levels of articulation and expression which Eliza only 
demonstrated for a fleeting moment at the end of Pygmalion.
In order to guarantee critical and financial success, Shaw’s women in 
Pygmalion conformed to the stereotypes expected by a conservative, middle- 
and upper-middle-class audience. Furthermore, while not all critics agree15, 
Shaw has been accused of resorting to the use of female stereotypes 
throughout his dramatic writing, despite his overt and well-publicised 
endorsement of the suffrage movement16. While he professed to view the 
theatre as “a means of awakening people about various phenomena in 
society”17 he was not prepared to risk critical and financial reward in the case 
of Pygmalion. Publicly professing feminist opinions, his socialist views were
14 Lorichs, 1977: p99.
15 See Molnar, 1952.
16 Shaw wrote several essays on the subject of women’s suffrage and was instrumental in 
getting the suffragette play Votes for Women! by Elizabeth Robins performed at the Court 
Theatre in 1907 (Peters, 1998: p19.) Despite this, he was occasionally assailed by ardent 
feminists who accused him of having contributed nothing to their cause. (See Adams, 1977: 
p156, 161, Holroyd, 1979, Kelly, 1994, Stone, 1977: p130.)
17 Crane, 1977: p174.
[268]
The New Woman and the Edwardian Theatre: Through the Eyes of British Male Dramatists
more apparent within Pygmalion and he has been accused of tailoring the 
role he played to suit his own agenda18.
Undeniably Shaw portrays arresting and powerful 
women. But in spite of his departure from the 
nineteenth-century stereotype of the demure, fragile,
“womanly woman”, he more often than not creates 
women characters who belong to types familiar in 
Western literature.... [E]ven when he creates a woman 
who has broken out of the traditional “female” role, he 
tends to draw on another literary type -  the 
‘emancipated’ woman19.
Eliza’s status as an ‘emancipated’, or New Woman, is tentative at best and 
the author’s subsequent epilogue to the play reveals that her escape from 
reliance upon men will be short-lived20. Despite this, however, Eliza’s 
greatest achievement lies in personal improvement, based on elevation from 
the humblest class to upper middle-class status.
Pygmalion is Shaw’s most outspoken literary work preaching the 
importance of women’s rights to an education and thus to personal 
independence21. To achieve this state, Eliza passes through various stages 
of reliance, both upon herself and on others. At the beginning of the play the 
flower-girl presents a model of enforced independence, related to her 
impoverished circumstances and her basic origins. She demonstrates 
genuine autonomy by choosing to approach Professor Higgins of her own
18 Peters, 1998: p19.
19 Adams, 1977: p156.
20 While audiences preferred the prospect of a romantic ending with Eliza marrying 
Professor Higgins and settling to a traditional, angelic role, Shaw went to great lengths to 
dispute this artificial assumption. In 1915 he published a prose epilogue proving that Eliza 
marries Freddy and remains a friend to Higgins. Investing money provided by Colonel 
Pickering, the penniless couple open a flower shop “in the arcade of a railway station not 
very far from the Victoria and Albert Museum”. Supported by Pickering and after an abortive 
attempt to educate themselves in the ways of commerce at the London School of 
Economics, the failing business eventually prospers. Eliza and Freddy settle to a happy co­
existence (Shaw, 1916: p194 - 204.)
21 Lorichs, 1977: p109.
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volition, to ask for elocution lessons. The majority of the play, however, sees 
Eliza lose her independence as she succumbs to Higgins’s domination and 
bullying. She is complicit in his effective enslavement of her and his 
destruction of her tentative autonomy as a kerbside flower seller22. In the 
end she is triumphant in rejecting her mentor and exhibiting free will and self- 
determination. She makes her first steps towards becoming a New Woman23. 
From humble beginnings as a “draggle-tailed guttersnipe” who is a long way 
from being a feminist icon, Eliza evolves into a woman who has the verbal 
skills to do battle with any man24.
Liza Aha! Now I know how to deal with you. What a fool I 
was not to think of it before! You can’t take away the 
knowledge you gave me ... Aha! That’s done you, Henry 
Higgins, it has. Now I don’t care that {snapping her fingers) 
for your bullying and your big talks... Oh, when I think of 
myself crawling under your feet and being trampled on and 
called names, when all the time I had only to lift up my finger 
to be as good as you, I could kick myself
Higgins {wondering at her) You damned impudent slut, you!
But it’s better than snivelling; better than fetching slippers 
and finding spectacles, isn’t it? {Rising) By George, Eliza, I 
said I’d make a woman of you; and I have ... Five minutes 
ago you were like a millstone round my neck. Now youre 
(sic) a tower of strength: a consort battleship25.
As the curtain falls, Eliza is transformed into a woman who is “strong 
enough, independent enough, sensitive enough and humane enough to 
make an excellent job”26 of anything she chooses to undertake. Her rejection 
of Higgins’s demands to conform to his wishes is an essential conclusion for 
the play and such a climax is paramount to its ethos. To negate this ending
22 Davis, 1998: p225.
23 Crane, 1977: p 177-8 .
24 Cornelius, 2003: p244.
25 Shaw, 1916: p190.
26 Alexander, 1988: p42.
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by suggesting that the couple should be reconciled and fall in love would be 
“illogical and irrelevant”27. On the stage in 1914, however, Shaw’s intentions 
were blatantly disregarded by the actors who elected to corrupt his final 
scene, in a manner that pleased audiences but incensed the author. Sir 
Herbert Tree, playing Henry Higgins, chose to ignore Shaw’s stage directions 
and threw flowers to Mrs. Patrick Campbell as Eliza Doolittle, at the end of 
every performance. In so doing he suggested a romantic liaison that would 
inevitably end in marriage, thus negating any feminist aspirations Eliza may 
have had and undermining the purpose and philosophy Shaw had 
painstakingly interwoven within the didactic text of his play. Audiences and 
critics alike applauded Tree’s ending, oblivious to Shaw’s intentions.
Referring to Mrs. Patrick Campbell’s triumph as Eliza Doolittle, the critic in 
The World enthused:
Her final duel with the ‘Professor’ was a superb piece of 
acting which was brought to a victorious end when she 
told him he might have her if he wanted her, but on her 
terms, not on his28.
Tree’s deliberate misinterpretation of the ending of his play prompted Shaw 
to remonstrate with the actor, whose response was to declare: “My ending 
makes money: you ought to be grateful.” Shaw’s countered by writing back: 
“Your ending is damnable: you ought to be shot.”29 Despite Shaw’s 
protestations, however, audiences, critics and subsequent stage and film 
productions all favoured Tree’s interpretation. The reviewer in The 
Athenaeum of 18th April 1914 summarised popular opinion of the time:
27 Watson, 1977: p117.
28 The World, 21 April 1914: p665.
29 Pearson, 1956: p182.
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Mr. Shaw has proved himself more adaptable to the 
environment of Sir Herbert Tree than the acting of the 
latter gentleman has to his part in the play, though, at 
the risk of being derided as easy jesters, we can only 
describe modified Shaw as ‘shorn’ Shaw. From the 
standpoint of the ordinary playgoer, however, the 
combination of our most lavish actor-manager and our 
greatest living satirist is all to the good30.
The conclusion of Pygmalion continues to perplex and divide academics. 
One opinion suggests that Eliza and Professor Higgins made an ideal couple 
and that Shaw’s resolution was “dramatically unsatisfying and 
unacceptable.”31 Another viewpoint is that Shaw was deliberately ambiguous 
and contradictory in order to tease his audience.
The ending of Pygmalion is remarkable not because it 
is elusive -  it could hardly be otherwise -  but because it 
holds in complex balance so much of the richness of 
the play32.
Whether Eliza married Freddy Eynsford-Hill, as Shaw indicates in his 
epilogue, or embarked upon a career in retail flower selling alone, her 
triumph is related to her personal elevation within the class structure rather 
than to bettering the opposite sex. She joined the ranks of the New Women 
who were almost exclusively middle- or upper-class during this period and, in
so doing, magnified her accomplishment, whether attributed to Higgins as a
mentor or by her own achievement.
Apart from Pygmalion, none of the plays of 1914 that featured New 
Women in their casts could be considered as a commercial venture. While 
the only other male playwright, Charles Wheeler, succeeded in acquiring the
30 The Athenaeum, 4 July 1914: p28.
31 Vesonder, 1977: p40.
32 Gantz, 1988: p106.
[272]
The New Woman and the Edwardian Theatre: Through the Eyes of British Male Dramatists
smaller Haymarket Theatre33 for his production of The Golden Fleece, the 
play was only performed twice: once in the evening of 14th June and again at 
a matinée the following day. Both plays provided the type of drawing-room 
settings Edwardian audiences expected when they visited the theatre. British 
male dramatists such as Shaw, Pinero and, in this case, the less well known 
Wheeler34, “blended their social realism with the theatrical mode of the social 
comedies that a middle-class London audience would have been familiar and 
comfortable with.”35 The two playwrights used diametrically opposite 
methods of demonstrating female independence. Shaw chose to suppress 
his female protagonist for the majority of his play, only allowing her to reveal 
an independent spirit in the final scene. Wheeler’s New Woman, Sylvia 
Lomas, appears to be independent but inevitably conforms to patriarchal 
expectations by the end of the play.
A clue to Sylvia’s character is given in the title of the review of the play in 
The Times which referred to her as “The Political Woman on the Stage”36. 
Despite this interpretation, however, Sylvia demonstrated little spirited 
defence of the feminist cause and appeared to dedicate her ‘political’ intellect 
to the betterment of the lower classes and her lover, rather than to that of her 
sex. Such a philosophy would have been in keeping with the attitudes of the 
production company, the Incorporated Stage Society, with its strong 
connections to the Fabians.
33 The Haymarket Theatre had an audience capacity 1076 in 1914.
34 Dr Charles Edwin Wheeler (1868 -  1947) was a famous homeopathic physician with an 
active interest in theatre. He translated Hauptmann’s The Coming of Peace (1910) with 
Janet Achurch and was a member of the managing committee of the Incorporated Stage 
Society in its early years (Laurence, 1972: p819.)
35 Ledger, 2006: p49.
36 The Illustrated London News, 25 July 1914: p122.
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Charles Wheeler avoids the issue of the emancipation of women entirely 
in The Golden Fleece. Sylvia’s portrayal as a New Woman is projected 
through her actions, rather than her words. Wheeler’s play is essentially one 
about politics and, as the censor in his licensing letter commented: “The 
dialogue of the play is above the average and clearly written by someone 
with a far greater knowledge of political thought than is possessed by the 
ordinary dramatist.”37 The author credits his heroine with political intelligence 
and manages to avoid turning her into the type of caricature so enjoyed by 
his predecessors. The Times describes “the modern political woman” as one 
who “not only reads Blue-books38, but compiles them, sits on Royal 
Commissions, garnishes her talk with such initials as L.G.B.39 and S.D.F.40, 
and takes chambers at Westminster in order to be handy for the House.”41 
Such a description is a far cry from the sneering rhetoric, generated by the 
satirical and even the Establishment press, which was used to vilify the New 
Woman of the 1890s and 1900s.
Sylvia Lomas is a New Woman who seems to have proved her worth in 
the eyes of her father, an influential and affluent newspaper proprietor. 
Intelligent and educated, at the beginning of the play she exudes a 
confidence in her own abilities that her predecessors in the previous century 
had lacked. Having achieved a modest level of intellectual independence, 
women in increasing numbers began to question their role in society. Now
37 Street, 1914.
38 Sessional papers, often referred to as ‘blue-books’ because of their blue covers, provided 
information on matters of administration and policy to the House of Commons. Printed by 
Parliament, they included Bills, House Papers and Command Papers. These reports were 
an essential source of information for the working and decision-making processes of 
Parliament.
39 Local Government Board.
40 Social Democratic Federation.
41 The Illustrated London News, 25 July 1914: p122.
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educated to a standard equivalent to men’s, they wanted to think and act like 
their male counterparts. This right was consistently denied them42.
In Act One of The Golden Fleece, Sylvia offers herself as business 
partner to Arthur Staveley, who has announced his intention to leave the 
Liberals and join the Labour Party as a Member of Parliament.
Sylvia Will you join me, Mr. Staveley? ... Well, take me into 
political partnership. I want a nation too -  a real nation...
Staveley Miss Lomas -  you must forgive me if I seem rude. I 
know you have some knowledge of politics, you have acted 
as secretary to your father -  a fine training -  you can speak 
at meetings -  you have helped to organise political societies 
-  you are in fact a figure in the political world -  But what more 
have you?
Lomas She has a good head, Mr. Staveley, you can take my 
word for that...
Sylvia I have a belief in your ideas, a faith in your ability to 
realise them, a willingness to serve under you and I have 
£50,000 entirely at my disposal. It came to me from my 
mother and for seven years I had administered my property.
Lomas ...Sylvia has a good head for business as well as for 
politics -  if we must make a distinction43.
For a father to describe his daughter in such flattering, masculine terms 
exemplifies how distant this particular New Woman’s image is from Punch’s 
caricatures and the negative stereotypes male journalists were promoting in 
their newspapers. Such a positive portrayal is short-lived. By the end of Act 
Two Sylvia has declared her love to Staveley and their relationship changes 
from a business partnership to an emotional and sexual one. The two live 
and work together. Sylvia bears an illegitimate child and spends all of her 
fortune in promoting his career. Although she has succumbed to the ‘angelic’ 
role of mother and supporter of her partner, Sylvia has done this outside
42 Gardiner, 1993: p1 - 2.
43 Wheeler, 1914: Act One, p16 -  7.
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marriage: Staveley is already married to a woman conveniently residing in a 
lunatic asylum. After five years he finally betrays Sylvia by leaving the Labour 
Party for the Tories and, following his wife’s death, he intends to marry a 
Peer’s daughter. Sylvia’s response is mature and dignified. In a scene 
reminiscent of Pollock’s adaptation of Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina, she 
confronts her lover with his supposed infidelity and rejects his assumption 
that she wants him to marry her. There is none of the melodrama and 
desperation Pollock instils into Anna’s accusations of Vronsky. Sylvia argues 
rationally and, realising she is the stronger partner in the relationship, rejects 
an opportunity to take revenge through blackmail. In so doing she 
demonstrates that, far from being a victim, she is a woman of principles and 
strength.
In the final scene she turns down an offer of marriage from an admirer, 
although the audience is left believing that all might turn out happily for the 
couple sometime in the future. In so doing the play conforms to the traditional 
expectations of audiences, that every woman’s problems may be resolved by 
a relationship with a man who loves her. In the majority of instances 
convention dictated that this should include a proposal of marriage. Such an 
ending is disappointing for a play that could have promoted the 
independence of such a strong character as Sylvia Lomas. Instead, the 
author has chosen a predictable conclusion that, while satisfying audiences, 
failed to capitalise on the opportunity this presented to advance the feminist 
cause. As a male writer, however, Wheeler presented an unusual portrayal 
of the New Woman which avoided the stereotypical imagery embraced by 
the vast majority of playwrights of his gender. In this regard, Wheeler’s
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heroine, Sylvia, shared many qualities with Eliza Doolittle and presented an 
alternative model within the paradigm of the New Woman.
To condemn the efforts of Shaw and Wheeler as purely commercial 
ventures that exploited the novel character of the New Woman is to judge 
them unfairly. Indeed, their efforts foregrounded an alternative image of 
women within the popular theatre that fell short of political exploitation. The 
portrayal of Eliza as an unconventional woman, however, served the author 
well by adding to the novelty value of his drama. Popular at its first 
performance, the play succeeded in becoming part of the canon, 
demonstrating one of the key problems in studying literary history. While the 
works of men such as Shaw could combine commercial and critical success 
that eased their path into the acknowledged hierarchy of literary works, 
women failed to achieve either prerequisite. Ignored at first performance or 
publication, the subsequent disappearance of the majority of works by 
female writers prevented them from being added to the canon. Their dramas 
simply did not fit the paradigm of the period, nor were they considered of 
sufficient merit to justify their later inclusion.
Shaw’s Pygmalion was immensely popular in Edwardian England. The 
confused messages it projected to audiences, thanks to Tree’s efforts to 
undermine the author’s intentions, provided a drama that satisfied critics and 
audiences alike. While the female protagonist was shown to be a woman of 
the twentieth century with aspirations and self-determination, she ultimately 
conformed to the mentality that restricted female advancement during the 
previous centuries. Although Shaw paid lip service to his self-proclaimed 
support of the suffrage cause by allowing Eliza to escape from the
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restrictions of her upbringing and from male domination, he allowed her to do 
so within a male-controlled situation. Thus Eliza was similar to all the New 
Women created by both male and female playwrights appearing in the West 
End in 1914; none presented any threat to society and all eventually found 
romantic fulfilment with a man. Each of the protagonists conformed, to 
varying degrees, to the expectations of audiences, critics and the remnants 
of the patriarchal environment in which they were created. Such containment 
was not unique to the world of the theatre and could be seen everywhere in 
the England of 1914. While women, both individually and from within feminist 
organisations, were challenging male gender identity, men fought back by 
attempting to restrict women within a definition that sustained their “hard-won 
masculine identity”. Naturally the most influential of these men were the 
dramatists and writers who carried some of the greatest persuasive skills of 
all44.
The New Women created by British playwrights encompassed a wide 
range of characterisations associated with a novel social type. In so doing, 
they avoided the restrictions and inferred deviancy of stereotypical roles but 
still produced relatively conventional and traditional models for the type.
Apart from Shaw, none of the authors of New Women plays performed in 
1914 professed to be a feminist nor avowed the cause of the suffragettes. 
Despite this, they contributed to the propaganda associated with women’s 
demands for equality with men by rationalising the perceived threat such 
women represented beyond the walls of the theatre. One female writer, Hope 
Merrick, managed to invent a New Women in close keeping with the image
44 Davis, 1992: p32.
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the majority of suffrage leaders would have applauded45: Mrs. Beufre was 
the New Woman who combined familial duties with personal independence 
by running a successful business while carrying out her role as dutiful wife 
and mother. The remainder of 1914’s dramatic New Women retreated from 
autonomy by demonstrating their reliance on male protectors. Shaw, despite 
his well-publicised principles, was as conventional as his fellow authors in 
this respect. Such conservatism was a departure from his activist behaviour 
only a few years before when he championed and supported the unpopular 
works of the Scandinavian playwright, Henrik Ibsen, a fellow dramatist to 
whom the invention of the New Woman in England was occasionally 
attributed46.
She had arrived, on stage, with Ibsen’s Nora in A Doll’s House in 1889 
and survived in disparate, yet muted form, in the months leading up to the 
outbreak of war. The Norwegian play marked the “definitive arrival into 
English consciousness of the emancipated woman.”47 Nora’s departure from 
the family home was interpreted at the time as a “blow for individual freedom” 
and the play was taken up by feminists as a powerful dramatisation of their 
viewpoint; that women should be treated as individuals with rights as well as 
duties48. The slamming of the door at the end of Ibsen’s play may have sent 
reverberations around the theatre and throughout the reviews published in 
newspaper columns but within two decades these had all but disappeared. 
The idea of women taking their fate into their own hands had become 
acceptable material for discursive commentary even though it failed to
45 Tickner, 1987: p172.
46 Ledger, 2001 : p79.
47 Chothia, 1996: p31.
48 Clarke, 1985: p93.
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achieve commercial popularity in the theatre. While A Doll’s House had no 
more than a single matinée performance at the Vaudeville Theatre in 
January 1914, Ibsen’s Ghosts finally achieved respectability six months later 
in July at the Haymarket Theatre, when the first licensed staging took place. 
This single performance marked the end of a controversial history for the 
Scandinavian drama which presented a protagonist in Mrs. Alveling who was 
outside the bounds of any British stereotype or social type. As such she 
represented just one of the European heroines on stage in London in 1914 
that will be discussed in the following chapters.
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Chapter Ten: Ibsen, A Doll’s House and Matinée Audiences
The term ‘Ibsenism’ entered the English language in the 1890s, as a 
word to describe plays that attacked conventional hypocrisy. Its arrival 
coincided with the culmination of twenty years of campaigning in England by 
devoted supporters on Ibsen’s behalf. From 1870 until 1890, his published 
works in translation and stage productions of his plays performed, in the 
main by amateurs, had “created Shockwaves of increasing magnitude in 
London culture.”1 By the end of the nineteenth century, Ibsenism had 
become a symbol for the arrival of a new and ‘modern’ kind of literature in 
major cities of the world and in London in particular. The performances of his 
plays in the theatres of the West End demonstrated how drama “acted as a 
circulatory system” between fiction and reality. Linking socio-political and 
artistic experiments, Ibsenism was, at the same time, a revolutionary kind of 
dramatic experience which provided an opportunity for Londoners to 
“perform and critique their new lives.”2
The Edwardian England of 1914 is traditionally viewed as an era of 
peace and prosperity “at the beginning of a new century of promise”3. This 
optimism expressed itself with “more colour and more contact, more 
extravagance and a great deal less restraint.”4 Following the monolithic and 
restrictive ideologies of the Victorian age it might be expected that this 
‘modern’ society would be more receptive to the unconventional dramas their 
predecessors had rejected. Indeed, one contemporary theatre director
1 Kelly, 2008: p12.
2 Ibid.
3 Taylor, 1964: p105.
4 Briggs, 1964: p45.
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observed: “For half a century or more our drama had been discarding the 
fetters of traditionalism and striving to come to terms with contemporary 
life.”5 This chapter will investigate whether audiences in 1914 reacted any 
differently to Ibsen’s dramas than had their parents and grandparents in the 
final decades of the previous century. Did the ever-increasing popularity of 
afternoon performances of plays generate a new population of theatre-goers 
with different attitudes to unconventional works? How did Ibsen’s ‘realistic’ 
dramas resonate with women in the audience and did his portrayal of their 
sex differ radically from that of British male dramatists?
The introduction of Ibsen’s dramas into Victorian England coincided with 
an era of apparent stability and confidence in society. While intellectuals and 
rebellious minority groups might opine for change and experiment with 
modernity, the majority of men and women remained content with the 
ideologies of Empire and British tradition. By 1914, however, political and 
social unrest had escalated and Ibsen’s perceived attacks on the hypocrisies 
of society resonated with the Zeitgeist of Edwardian London. Critics 
representing Establishment views during the 1890s had condemned Ibsen’s 
work. By the second decade of the twentieth century he had begun to 
achieve a certain degree of acceptability and respect from a new generation 
of theatrical reviewers. In the intervening years between 1889 and 1914, all 
of his major plays had appeared in London theatres with varying degrees of 
popularity. Most prolific in performance, however, was A Doll’s House6. 
Writing in 1906, William Archer (1856 -  1924), the man who spearheaded
5 Bridges-Adams, 1964: p370.
6 Productions of A Doll’s House in the nineteenth century included: June 1889 (Novelty 
Theatre), January 1891 (Terry’s Theatre), June 1891 (Criterion Theatre), April 1892 (Avenue 
Theatre), March 1893 (Royalty Theatre), and June 1893 (Lyric Theatre). Further productions 
took place in 1901, 1903, 1908, three in 1911 and two in 1912.
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the campaign to bring Ibsen’s plays to England, predicted the significance of 
this drama.
It is with A Doll’s House that Ibsen enters upon his kingdom 
as a world-poet. He had done greater works in the past, and 
he was to do greater works in the future; but this was the 
play which was destined to carry his name beyond the limits 
of Scandinavia ... to the remotest regions of civilisation7.
The first performance in 1889 laid the foundation of Ibsen’s eventual 
popularity in England. Its staging was an indication of the “first signs of 
grudging acceptance of foreign dramas” other than the “customary French 
imports in varying degrees of adaptation”8.
Prior to the arrival of Ibsen’s dramas in England at the end of the 
nineteenth century, plays by non-British authors came almost exclusively 
from France, Germany or the United States. As previously discussed, in 
order to provide financial success for the owners of the theatres, these 
foreign productions were invariably of the popular type that did little to 
challenge established views. In 1900 the dramas of Ibsen (1828 -  1906), 
Strindberg (1849 -  1912) and Maeterlinck (1862 -  1949) were considered 
“modern”, “exclusive” and “even esoteric”9. The early years of the twentieth 
century saw theatre companies from overseas visiting London, bringing with 
them their repertoires of foreign plays and challenging the parochial 
perceptions of audiences in the West End. Improvements in travel meant that 
productions that had proved successful on Broadway could be imported from 
the United States within weeks; French visitors flocked from Paris and, until 
1913, from Berlin, to perform in, and to watch the offerings of, London
7 Archer, 1906: pviii.
8 Anderman, 2005: p79.
9 Nicoll, 1973: p112-3 .
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theatres. English audiences enjoyed the influx of light-weight productions 
from abroad and congratulated themselves on their cosmopolitan attitudes. 
As Nicoll observed, “the spirit of theatrical and dramatic internationalism was 
enveloping the theatres.”10 This trend was fuelled in no small measure by the 
arrival in England of Diaghilev’s dance company Ballet Russe in June 1911. 
Arriving “like a blazing meteor”11 the Russian Ballet “continued to throw forth 
its effulgent radiance for many years.” In so doing, it “opened up for the 
English public a whole new world of aesthetic experience”. This vision went 
beyond the strict confines of dance and permeated into all theatrical 
performance12. Not only had London audiences become more receptive to 
productions of foreign provenance but owners of theatres began to provide 
entertainments in a broad range of foreign languages. Writing in 1910, E.F. 
Spence, the drama critic of The Westminster Gazette, commented:
[W]e have had plays in Russian, Japanese, Bavarian patois,
Dutch, German, French and Italian, to say nothing of East 
End performances in Hebrew and Yiddish....A Greek 
company came to the Court but did not act. A Chinese has 
been promised, and a Turkish drama threatened; Danish has 
been given; there are awful hopes of Gaelic and Erse13.
William Archer expressed his opinion of foreign influence upon variety 
theatres, with their hugely popular ‘revues’, in The Nation in August 1914.
What is remarkable about these huge machines is their 
international character. They are not really English at all, but 
Anglo-Franco-Russo-American.... In all the productions 
Americans are prominent and popular, and have so set the 
style that I took for Americans one or two performers who 
turned out, on inquiry, to be English. The French element 
comes in mainly in the scenery and dresses.... I went to see
10 Ibid: p113.
11 Ibid: p115.
12 Ibid: p116.
13 Spence, 1910: p15.
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Vive L’Amour!’ the other evening,... Certainly the popularity 
of these pieces is an amazing symptom of ‘entente cordiale,’ 
though there is more cordiality than ‘entente’ on the part of 
the English audiences. The Russian element is to be found in 
the dancing. Many of the actual performers are Russian and 
the influence of the Russian Ballet is perceptible at every 
point... [The entertainments’] internationalism is, to my 
thinking, a valuable feature. It is something for two nations to 
have even their vulgarities in common14.
In 1914, however, this ‘internationalism’ did not extend to the ‘reality dramas’ 
of Henrik Ibsen, despite their presence in London for more than two 
decades. Bernard Shaw summed this up when he commented that 
“commercial theatres ... have from the first regarded Ibsen as hopelessly 
uncommercial: he might as well not have lived as far as they are concerned. 
Even the new advanced theatres ... hardly meddle with him.”15 Part of this 
antithesis lay in the cultural discrepancies between the Norwegian playwright 
and the fiercely imperialistic British public. The disparate nature of the two 
ideologies led to problems in the translation and adaptation of his plays; a 
difficulty invariably encountered whenever a play written in an unfamiliar 
foreign language was attempted in London. The social and cultural 
differences between the two nations contributed to the problem of translating 
a text written in an obscure foreign language into a form suitable for 
performance on the stage. While excellent French translators were available 
in abundance at the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth 
century, Norwegian was an unknown language for the overwhelming majority 
of the educated public. The likelihood of one individual speaking the 
language, as well as possessing adequate playwrighting skills, was very low. 
Ibsen was particularly fortunate, however, in finding a group of enthusiastic
14 The Nation, 6th August 1914: p171.
15 Shaw, 1913: p206.
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supporters who, while attracted by his social and political ideas, also 
included several Norwegian speakers able to translate his work16. Most 
important of these was William Archer, who came closest to “embracing the 
dual role of theatre practitioner and linguist”17. Archer’s relentless campaign 
to bring the new dramas and Ibsen in particular to the London stage lasted 
throughout the closing years of the nineteenth century and well into the 
Edwardian period. Even as late as 1914, it was Archer’s translations that 
were used for performances of Ibsen’s plays in London18.
When considering the introduction of Ibsen into England, however, the 
Norwegian dramatist’s name is inextricably linked with that of Bernard Shaw. 
Indeed, thanks to his famous monograph The Quintessence of Ibsenism 
(1891) and his status as a literary ‘giant’, it might be assumed that Shaw 
alone was responsible for bringing Ibsen and his dramas to England. This 
misconception, while not actually generated by Shaw, was certainly 
perpetuated by hearsay19. Shaw, in his Quintessence of Ibsenism and in his 
lectures to the Fabian Society expounded the belief that Ibsen’s plays were, 
first and foremost, comments on social issues. Archer, however, refused to 
support such a claim20. The former presented Ibsen as an iconoclast and a
16 Ibsen’s name was known in England as early as 1876, thanks to the efforts of Edmund 
Gosse, Catherine Ray, William Archer, Henrietta Frances Lord, Philip Wickstead, Havelock 
Ellis and Eleanor Marx. Edmund Gosse learnt Norwegian in order to study the culture and 
literature of the country. Eleanor Marx, daughter of Karl Marx, studied Norwegian specifically 
for the purpose of translating Ibsen’s plays (Anderman, 2005: p90.)
17 Ibid: p19.
18 As Ibsen’s translator, Archer’s pedigree could not be more suitable. His prolonged 
summer visits to his paternal grandfather in Norway throughout his childhood resulted in 
Norwegian becoming a natural second language to him (Ibid: p92.)
19 Although Shaw knew some of the earliest Ibsenites in the 1880s he was not one of them 
and he did not publish anything referring to Ibsen until the end of the decade. Despite 
participating in an early private reading of A Doll’s House, organised by Eleanor Marx in 
January 1886 in the drawing room of her flat in Bloomsbury, Shaw remained uninterested in 
Ibsen’s work until three years later (Wisenthal, 1979: p5 - 6.)
20 Postlewait, 1984: p3. (See also Gerould, 1963.)
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rebel, whose plays were social and moral protests against the “pressure of 
society on the integrity of the individual”21. Keen to capitalise on the 
propaganda merits of the plays, he ignored the symbolic and poetic texture 
that Archer was more interested in foregrounding. In his introduction to the 
1906 edition of his own translation of A Doll’s House, Archer drew attention 
to this discrepancy in viewpoints and its consequences.
In these plays [A Doll’s House and Ghosts] he seemed to be 
delivering a direct assault on marriage, from the standpoint of 
feminine individualism; wherefore he was taken to be a 
preacher and pamphleteer rather than a poet22.
Despite Archer’s admiration for Ibsen's poetic genius, however, his 
translations still failed to capture the lyricism23 of the original and have been 
described as “dehydrated”24, “colourless”25 and “inadequate”26. Ibsen and the 
Norwegian language presented particular problems for the translator: his 
prose is dramatic and his writing can only really be understood in the original 
language, with its “clear, pungent but concrete vocabulary, its strong live 
metaphors”27. Early translations, including Archer’s, were unable to render 
into English the poetry of Ibsen’s language. They failed to represent the 
characteristics of the Norwegian heritage that coloured his writing: “his 
humour, which was exuberant and ironical, his lyricism, his melancholy, and 
his piety.”28
21 Wisenthal, 1979: p43.
22 Archer, 1906: pviii.
23 While English and Norwegian may both be Germanic languages they differ markedly in 
their manner of signifying lyricism. The Scandinavian languages have a quality that “sings” -  
something that is impossible to mimic in English (Northam, 1973: p8.)
24 Bradbrook, 1966: p24.
25 Huneker, 1905: p21.
26 Northam, 1973: p8.
27 Bradbrook, 1966: p24.
28 Ibid.
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In adapting foreign plays into English, two options were available. One 
was to anglicise completely, as in the case of French comedies, and the 
other was to produce a script painstakingly faithful to the original. Archer 
subscribed to the latter school, adopting a “respectfully faithful approach”29. 
His English versions therefore had the “great merit of being literally honest. 
But they are in the translator’s equivalent to Basic English, without form or 
comeliness.”30 Perhaps even more significant for the acceptance of Ibsen’s 
plays was that by holding rigidly to the letter of the original, Archer, 
presumably inadvertently, clouded Ibsen’s intentions. In addition, these literal 
translations presented “[s]tumbling blocks to the reader and tongue twisters 
to the actor” which “helped to fuel the often-expressed belief that Ibsen is 
difficult and obscure.”31 This method also introduced unfamiliar phrases and 
aspects of Norwegian culture alien to English audiences. Archer realised the 
inadequacies of his translation and attempted to excuse his shortcomings in 
an essay written in1901.
Ibsen’s dialogue ... is incredibly difficult to render with 
any justice. Its beauty, - its real and often remarkable 
beauty, - is almost as elusive as the charm of verse. Its 
simplicity is apt to come out as commonness, its high­
lights of imagination are often transmuted into mere 
flashes of eccentricity. ... A slovenly or cumbrous 
phrase, a loose approximation, a missing of a fine 
shade of meaning or emphasis, does far more harm to 
Ibsen than it would to Tolstoy or any other narrative 
writer32.
29 Anderman, 2005: p16.
30 Bradbrook, 1966: p24.
31 Anderman, 2005: p93.
32 Archer, 1984: p55.
Fellow translators and those associated with the theatres at the time, however, praised 
Archer’s attempts highly. In addition to writing two hundred essays and reviews on Ibsen, he 
was the most important translator and adaptor of the Norwegian’s work well into the 
twentieth century During his lifetime his translations of nineteen of Ibsen’s plays sold in the 
hundreds of thousands, reaching millions of people. Between 1889 and 1897, twenty-two of
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Despite the shortcomings of adaptation, Ibsen’s work prevailed. On the 
evening of 7th June 1889 Bernard Shaw was in the audience that attended 
the first commercial performance of A Doll’s House (translated by Archer) at 
the Novelty Theatre33 Harley Granville-Barker, the English actor, director, 
producer, playwright and critic writing in 1930 observed:
The play was talked of and written about -  mainly abusively, 
it is true -  as no play had been for years.... The takings were 
apt to be between £35 and £45 a night. Charrington [the 
producer] only lost £70. This was not bad for an epoch- 
making venture in the high drama. It would have cost more 
to-day .
Early performances during the closing years of the nineteenth century 
met with derision and perplexity35. While the first two acts “wrought them to 
enthusiasm”, Nora’s subsequent unconventional behaviour brought a very 
different reaction. The theatre reviewer in The Pall Mall Gazette “found it 
amusing to see the representatives of the British public sitting astonished 
and bewildered before the sublime audacity of this third act.”36 Clement Scott
the twenty-four London productions of Ibsen’s plays used Archer’s translations. His versions 
were used for almost all the productions during the early decades of the twentieth century 
(Postlewait, 1984: p4 - 5.)
33 William Archer claimed this performance as “unquestionably the birthday of the new 
movement.” (Archer, 1891: p664.) For Shaw, this was the performance that instigated his 
infatuation with Janet Achurch, who played Nora (Britain, 1983: p18.)
34 Granville-Barker, 1930: p931.
35 Part of this reaction may be attributed to the only other public exposure to Nora’s story in 
the 1884 emasculated adaptation, Breaking the Butterfly. Written by Henry Arthur Jones and 
Henry Herman, this plagiarised version was performed at the new Prince’s Theatre. The 
programme claimed that Breaking the Butterfly was “founded on Ibsen’s ‘Nora’”, thus giving 
English audiences a false notion of the Norwegian dramatist. Miriam Franc, writing in 1919, 
described how the authors “conventionalized the startling original, placed the setting in 
England, and supplied a radiantly happy ending.” (Franc, 1919: p78.) In effect, they turned 
the play into a sentimental, trivial melodrama ending with Nora “sweetly repentant for her 
indiscretions and properly grateful for [her husband’s] generous protection from their 
consequences.” (Britain, 1983: p15 - 6.) In so doing she was “rendered powerless” 
(Templeton, 1989: p30.) and the writers created a female protagonist who conformed to 
conventional expectation. The husband figure teaches his wife that her proper place is in the 
home and she worships at the feet of this model of Victorian masculinity. The gender codes 
of Victorian society are reinforced in Breaking the Butterfly instead of overturned (Ledger 
2008: p4.)
36 The Pall Mall Gazette, 8 June 1889: p2.
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observed that “the English public said no word, except to sit with open- 
mouthed astonishment at the Ibsen stage”37.The critics were “in uproar” at 
Ibsen’s apparent attack on “that most sacred of Victorian institutions, 
marriage.”38 One commentator, writing in 1907, observed: “That the play was 
attacked was largely due to the fact that it hopelessly bewildered the 
conventional man.”39 The cause of this ‘bewilderment’ lay in its questioning of 
the traditionally accepted public face of marriage; in particular of women’s 
role within the matrimonial institution. Again, the contemporary observer 
commented that the play “had an astounding effect -  alarming society, which 
for generations had accepted marriage based upon love to be a heaven of 
bliss.”40 This challenge to the conventional portrayal of women contradicted 
the stereotypical Victorian imagery that formed the basis for English 
theatrical productions. As seen in previous chapters, audiences expected 
female characters within their entertainments to conform to established and 
tightly defined categories of womanhood. Such stereotypes and social types 
-  ‘angel’, ‘demon’, ‘fallen woman’, ‘old maid’ and even the New Woman -  
were recognisable, definable and therefore acceptable. Their behaviour was, 
in the main, predictable and attempts to rebel or move outside the confines 
of conventionality were temporary, with the inevitable return to type by the 
end of the play. Any divergence from what was considered ‘normal’ female 
conduct was unacceptable and Nora’s rejection of this standard was viewed 
as intolerable by many critics and by Clement Scott of The Daily Telegraph, 
in particular. He described Ibsen’s Nora as “foolish, fitful, conceited, selfish,
37 Scott, 1889: p21.
38 Williams, 1994: p167.
39 Macfall, 1907: p99.
40 Ibid: p199 - 200.
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and unloveable” and was particularly angered by her ability “to drive from the 
stage the loving and noble heroines who have adorned it and filled our hearts 
with admiration from the time of Shakespeare to the time of Pinero”41. In 
nineteenth-century England, Nora’s behaviour was considered “too unseemly 
or too absurd or too un-English for the average Victorian audience to 
swallow.”42
Lena Ashwell, the actress and suffragette, confirmed in her 
autobiography that Ibsen’s plays “had a profound effect on human thought, 
but were not popular. In a theatre entirely dependent on the public they were 
not a proposition for the management.”43 Theatre managers at the time could 
not afford to alienate their paymasters and Ibsen’s plays, generally, remained 
confined to arenas of private societies of enthusiasts of the theatre or for the 
entertainment of matinée audiences. Granville-Barker, a contemporary 
observer, vented his frustration with the system that prevented the wider 
exposure of Ibsen’s work.
The ‘recognised’ theatre, with its actor managers ... would 
have none of Ibsen. This seems mere stupidity, and largely it 
was; they did not find much in him except to dislike. But had 
they thought him a god of dramatists worldly wisdom would 
have warned them to let him alone44.
Theatre managers, whose middle-class “respectability was rightly dear to 
them”, succumbed to the will of their audiences, who wielded significant 
control over their choice of productions. Granville-Barker commented that, at
41 Daily Telegraph, 8 June 1889: p3.
42 Britain, 1983: p15.
43 Ashwell, 1936: p254.
44 Granville-Barker, 1930: p934.
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the end of the nineteenth century, the middle class was “at the height of its 
prestige”.
If anything seemed solid in the structure of the England of 
that day ... it was this prosperous and contented middle- 
class; and both interest and inclination brought the theatre to 
appeal to its tastes and to flatter its prejudices45.
Despite this, A Doll’s House continued to be performed throughout the 1890s 
and was revived to considerable acclaim in 1911 and 1912. The matinée 
performance at the Vaudeville Theatre in January 1914 introduced a new 
cast and director in a revival that generated little enthusiasm from The Times 
critic, who described it merely as “interesting”46. The critic in The Stage, 
however, regarded the performance as “in every way a success”47.
Nora Helmer -  the heroine of A Doll’s House -  refused to conform to any 
of the stereotypes so favoured by conventional audiences. She behaved 
unpredictably and the consequences of her actions shaped the plot in a way 
that few women before her had done on the English stage. Unlike 
conventional drama, where the role of female characters was to support a 
story driven by men, Nora took the initiative that moved the narrative towards 
a climactic conclusion. Academic study of the character of Nora has led to 
diverse interpretations and descriptions of her, adding to the argument that 
she existed outside the boundaries of stereotyping. At the time the play was 
first introduced into England, critics disagreed and provided contrasting 
accounts of her personality.
[A] shallow, flighty, morbid, neuropathic creature, upon 
whose course of conduct it is impossible to reckon, and
45 Ibid: p934 - 5.
46 The Times, 28 January 1914: p9.
47 The Stage, 29 January 1914: p24.
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whose actions are the outcome, not of thought, but of a mere 
feather-brained instability of character48.
[W]oman in her gilded cage ... a plaything, a doll, a 
nonentity49.
She had entered the stage an irresponsible girl. She was 
leaving it after three acts of tragic-comedy a woman50.
[A]n apparently frivolous young wife ... a loving wife and 
mother51.
[T]he baby-wife, who has suddenly and miraculously 
developed into a thinking woman ... and becomes absolutely 
inhuman52.
[T]hat Norwegian puzzle in petticoats ... The thoughtless, 
wheedling, clinging, cozening, sweet-sucking doll-wife, who 
...[becomes] a woman of pitiless logic and inflexible 
independence ... altogether beyond the phenomena of 
biology53.
[A]n impossible woman ... a frivolous feather-head ... 
suddenly transformed into a cool-headed woman of the 
world54.
[T]he frivolous, irresponsible, macaroon-nibbling, baby-wife 
... [becomes] Ibsen’s “New Woman from the North”55.
Perhaps most significant of all is the description given by Clement Scott, who 
was to become one of Ibsen’s greatest detractors. He described Nora as the 
“frivolous butterfly, the Swedish Frou-Frou56, the spoiled plaything [who] has 
mysteriously become an Ibsenite revivalist.”57
48 The Pall Mall Gazette, 8 June 1889: p2.
49 Goldman, 1914: p18, 25.
50 The New Age, 18 May 1911: p66 - 7.
51 The Times, 15 February 1911: p14.
52 Daily Telegraph, 8 June 1889: p3.
53 The Stage, 15 June 1893: p13.
54 The Stage, 14 June 1889: p10.
55 The Stage, 13 May 1897: p13.
56 Frou-Frou was the pet-name of a tragic heroine, Gilberte, in a French play by Meilhac and
Halévy. First performed in France in 1869, it became a ‘stock’ item in the repertoire of
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Diversity of opinion is equally apparent amongst more recent 
commentators. In the least complex terms she has been described as “a 
quite immature woman who suddenly wakes up and sees her marital 
situation”58 and a “light-hearted innocent young woman”59. Joan Templeton 
observed that “for over a hundred years, Nora has been under direct siege 
as exhibiting the most perfidious characteristics of her sex” and that the 
“original outcry of the 1880s is swollen now to a mighty chorus of blame.”60 
Poststructuralist feminist analysis yields the suggestion that Nora is the 
“perfect incarnation of the Hegelian woman” 61 who is transformed into an 
individual by the end of the play. John Northam’s comments of 1953 certainly 
summarise the problem: critics could not agree, “one said that Nora is a 
tragic character; another, that she is a comic; while a third considers her no 
character at all, but a cypher.”62 The confusion arises primarily because the 
heroine’s behaviour is inconsistent throughout the play, developing rapidly 
across a spectrum of female ‘types’.
European theatres for several decades, eventually going out of style in the 1910s. Gilberte 
became one of Sarah Bernhardt’s most popular roles. In the play, Frou-Frou is an 
irresponsible, rebellious young wife who leaves her husband and child in a fit of pique. 
Realising her love for her family, she repents, returns and is rejected: at the end she dies of 
a broken heart. The character and plot would have been familiar to Victorian and Edwardian 
audiences and the name Frou-Frou was generalised into a common noun becoming a 
household word in cultural circles (Stevens, 1972: p64.) Tolstoy chose the name Frou Frou 
for Vronsky’s horse, drawing parallels between Anna and Vronsky’s relationship and its 
disastrous outcome.
57 Scott, 1889: p21.
58 Hemmer, 1994: p82.
59 Gray, 1977: p42.
60 Templeton, 1989: p29.
61Moi, 2006: p245-6 .
Hegel expounded that the family was a kind of organic unit with members holding roles or 
functions. This precluded individuality, except for the father as head of the family. Men 
become citizens and operate within the public sphere, while women remain locked up inside 
the private, family unit.
62 Northam, 1953: p11.
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The opening scene sees Torvald Helmer, Nora’s husband, greet her in 
sentimental, childish language which immediately demonstrates the 
relationship of the couple within the marriage.
Helmer Is that my lark twittering there?
Nora (Busy opening some of her parcels.) Yes, it is.
Helmer Is it the squirrel frisking around?
Nora Yes!
Helmer When did the squirrel get home?
Nora Just this minute. (Hides the bag of macaroons in her 
pocket and wipes her mouth.) Come here, Torvald, and see 
what I've been buying.
Helmer Don't interrupt me. (A little later he opens the door 
and looks in, pen in hand.) Buying, did you say? What! All 
that? Has my little spendthrift been making the money fly 
again?63
Helmer’s reaction to her suggestion that they could borrow money to tide 
them over the Christmas period is patronisingly tolerant.
Helmer Nora! (He goes up to her and takes her playfully by 
the ear.) Still my little featherbrain! Supposing I borrowed 
a thousand crowns to-day, and you made ducks and drakes 
of them during Christmas week, and then on New Year's Eve 
a tile blew off the roof and knocked my brains out-
Nora (Laying her hand on his mouth.) Hush! How can you 
talk so horridly? ...
Helmer Come come; my little lark mustn't droop her wings 
like that. What? Is my squirrel in the sulks? ... It's a sweet 
little lark, but it gets through a lot of money. No one would 
believe how much it costs a man to keep such a little bird as 
you. ...
Nora H'm! If you only knew, Torvald, what expenses we larks 
and squirrels have64.
Nora’s position as the ‘angel in the house’ is established within the first few 
minutes of the play and early audiences must have relaxed in preparation for
63 Ibsen, 1908: Act One, p4 -  5.
64 Ibid: Act One, p5 - 6 .
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a traditional drawing-room drama. By 1914, however, the majority of people 
watching the performance knew the play “backwards”65. Forewarned as to 
the outcome of the plot, Torvald’s patronising chauvinism would have been 
viewed very differently, providing a prelude which served to highlight Nora’s 
subsequent metamorphosis.
The scenes Nora shares with her blackmailer, Krogstad, are reminiscent 
of an earlier age when melodrama was immensely popular with London 
audiences. Ibsen employed the typical gambits of the genre: the altruistic 
heroine accused of a crime, trapped into choosing between disaster for her 
and her loved ones or submission to the villain’s demands. The inclusion of 
the blackmailer’s “manipulation of legal niceties against uninformed young 
women” was also a particularly characteristic ploy in such plays66. While the 
popularity of melodrama had diminished by the second decade of the 
twentieth century, its subtle use in A Doll’s House served to accentuate 
Nora’s transition from Victorian stereotype to an independent New Woman 
that Edwardian feminists adopted as symbolic of their cause.
Krogstad insists that Nora persuades her husband to reinstate him at the 
bank after his dismissal. With no option other than to face this impossible 
task, Nora reverts to the behaviour of the child-wife.
Nora If your little squirrel were to beg you for something so 
prettily-
Helmer Well?
Nora Would you do it?
Helmer I must know first what it is.
Nora The squirrel would skip about and play all sorts of tricks 
if you would only be nice and kind.
65 The Times, 16 October 1912: p8.
66 Gray, 1977: p77.
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Helmer Come, then, out with it.
Nora Your lark would twitter from morning till night-
Helmer Oh that she does in any case.
Nora I'll be an elf and dance in the moonlight for you,
Torvald67.
The beginning of Nora’s transition from stereotype to heroine takes place 
half way through the Second Act in a scene she shares with Dr. Rank, 
Torvald’s best friend. The conversation turns to flirtation as Nora realises that 
Rank is attracted to her and could be a useful source of money with which to 
expunge her debt. She begins to show the “more spirited woman beneath 
the convention-respecting surface”68. In flaunting a pair of flesh-coloured silk 
stockings in Rank’s face, Nora’s mildly sexual provocation is uncharacteristic 
of an ‘angel’ yet too child-like to be associated with the actions of a ‘fallen 
woman’. Indeed, Ibsen’s nearest approximation to an ‘angel’ is found in 
Christina, Nora’s friend. Her transition from independent woman, “keeping a 
shop, a little school, anything [she] could turn [her] hand to”69 occurs in Act 
Three when she asks Krogstad to marry her.
Mrs. Linden I need someone to be a mother to, and your 
children need a mother. You need me, and I - 1 need you.
[...] To have someone to work for, to live for; a home to make 
me happy!70
In so doing, she averts Krogstad’s threat to expose Nora to her husband. 
Nora is saved by an ‘angel’ but her subsequent actions are at odds with her 
own former image as a submissive wife. She, at last, realises that she has
67 Ibsen, 1908: Act Two, p73.
68 Gray, 1977: p48.
69 Ibsen, 1908: Act One, p20.
70 Ibid: Act Three, p116, 119.
[297]
European Heroines Portrayed on the London Stage: Ibsen, A Doll’s House and Matinée Audiences
been acting the part of the perfect ‘angel in the house’; first as dutiful 
daughter (“papa’s doll-child”71) then as supporting wife (“your doll-wife”72).
Nora While I was at home with father, he used to tell me all 
his opinions, and I held the same opinions. If I had others I 
said nothing about them, because he wouldn't have liked it.
He used to call me his doll-child, and played with me as I 
played with my dolls. Then I came to live in your house-
Helmer What an expression to use about our marriage!
Nora {Undisturbed.) I mean I passed from father's hands 
into yours. You arranged everything according to your taste; 
and I got the same tastes as you; or I pretended to-1 don't 
know which- both ways, perhaps; sometimes one and 
sometimes the other. When I look back on it now, I seem to 
have been living here like a beggar, from hand to mouth. I 
lived by performing tricks for you, Torvald. But you would 
have it so. You and father have done me a great wrong. It is 
your fault that my life has come to nothing73.
Nora’s actions in the closing scene of the play cannot be attributed to 
any established stereotypical woman, despite attempts by critics of the time 
to vilify her as a ‘demon’74 or by feminists to revere her as role model. Whilst 
rejecting traditional Victorian womanhood she nevertheless failed to achieve 
the lasting autonomy of the Edwardian New Woman75. Representative 
neither of the old nor the new, she became a transitional figure whose 
characterisation could not be attributed to any of the comfortable stereotypes 
that satisfied conventional audiences. As Templeton observed:
All female, or no woman at all, Nora loses either way.
Frivolous, deceitful, or unwomanly, she qualifies neither as a 
heroine nor as a spokeswoman for feminism76.
71 Ibsen, 1908: Act Three, p144.
72 Ibid.
73 Ibid: Act Three, p143 - 4
74 Templeton, 1989: p28 - 9.
75 Barstow, 2001: p397.
76 Templeton, 1989: p30.
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Ibsen created a heroine who finally achieved individuality through self- 
sacrifice. As a mother, her greatest sacrifice would have been seen in giving 
up her rights to be with her children. As she prepares to leave, the enormity 
of her decision is made clear as she states: “Good-bye, Torvald. No. I won't 
go to the children. I know they are in better hands than mine. As I now am, I 
can be nothing to them.”77 Of comparable significance, was her 
relinquishment of her dependency on her husband. In 1914, just as at the 
first performance in 1889, such behaviour would have been perceived as 
both brave and rash. Although more women were able to achieve financial 
security outside the family home in the twentieth century, those like Nora, 
who were unskilled and unworldly, were unlikely to succeed. Having always 
depended on masculine protection and support, she had acquired no 
obvious talents or financial means with which to start a new life. Despite this, 
Nora exonerates her husband from all commitments to her.
Nora Listen, Torvald- when a wife leaves her husband's 
house, as I am doing, I have heard that in the eyes of the law 
he is free from all duties towards her. At any rate, I release 
you from all duties. You must not feel yourself bound, any 
more than I shall78.
She recognises that with her new-found independence her priorities have 
changed.
Helmer This is monstrous! Can you forsake your holiest 
duties in this way?
Nora What do you consider my holiest duties?
Helmer Do I need to tell you that? Your duties to your 
husband and your children.
Nora I have other duties equally sacred.
Helmer Impossible! What duties do you mean?
77 Ibsen, 1908: Act Three, p153.
78 Ibid: Act Three, p 1 5 3 -4 .
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Nora My duties towards myself.
Helmer Before all else you are a wife and a mother.
Nora That I no longer believe. I believe that before all else I 
am a human being, just as much as you are - or at least that 
I should try to become one79.
Nora’s efforts to find herself as a human being -  her humanity -  depend 
on her ability to see herself outside the boundaries of marriage, with 
exclusive ownership of her body and her future. Such independence 
transcended the concept of the stereotype; A Doll’s House was an 
“astoundingly radical play” that mapped one woman’s transition from being a 
generic family member (wife, sister, daughter, mother) to becoming an 
individual (Nora)80. When Nora slammed the door on her husband and 
children at the end of A Doll’s House she became the first of a new 
generation of female heroines that shocked conventional society and, as 
Shaw proclaimed, “struck the decisive blow for Ibsen”81. Critics at the time 
found the notion of a woman deliberately abandoning her children and 
husband as “immoral, ridiculous, and hateful”82. That her creator was foreign, 
and therefore alien, fuelled the righteous indignation of an insular, critical 
press.
A Doll’s House belongs to a pessimistic school of social 
science fortunately unacclimatized in our land, much less in 
our theatre83.
Henrik Ibsen ... fails to appeal to an average English 
temperament84.
79 Ibid: Act Three, p147.
80 Moi, 2006: p258.
81 Shaw, 1897: p539.
82 Dukore, 1990: p311.
83 The Stage, 14 June 1889: p8.
84 The Stage, 4 October 1894: p12.
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[W]e do not require Ibsen’s tearful argument. Here he has no 
locus standi. It is ... unnecessary for this thoughtful 
Scandinavian to inform us what a woman ought or ought not 
to be ...If Ibsen were an Englishman -  engaged in preaching 
that our women are dolls and our clergymen humbugs -  I 
should say that he was provincial; I should say that he was 
suburban... Ibsen is not suburban; he is not even provincial -  
he is of Scandinavia85.
The attack on Ibsen’s ‘foreigness’ came at a time when English society 
was congratulating itself on its cultural broadmindedness. Such a display of 
xenophobia, however muted and disguised in its language, demonstrated the 
underlying current of imperialism that was prevalent throughout the British 
Establishment. This attitude altered little between the 1880s and the second 
decade of the twentieth century. French dramas were acceptable, as long as 
they were “altered and moulded by an experienced English writer”86. Russian 
novels, such as Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina made excellent stage productions 
when anglicised for London audiences by the son of an English baronet. 
Ibsen, however, represented a major threat to the conventional hegemonic 
relationship between the British and their foreign counterparts. This was as 
true in 1914 as it had been in the previous century. In creating characters -  
particularly women -  who behaved outside the traditional roles the patriarchy 
had alotted to them, Ibsen appeared to attack the foundations of English 
society. Although other dramatists, including Bernard Shaw, generated 
controversy with their female characters, more often than not these women 
conformed to conventional behaviour. Shaw’s plays in particular used the 
traditional female figures of temptress (‘demon’), goddess or mother 
(‘angels’)87, despite the author’s strong association with the cause of female
85 Wedmore, 1889: p420.
86 Scott, 1919: p212.
87 Adams, 1977: p158.
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equality. Even the new generation of modern female dramatists failed to 
rouse the indignation of the British press, in the 1910s, to the same degree 
as Ibsen. The plot of Lucy Clifford’s drama A Woman Alone (1915) draws 
many parallels with A Doll’s House] Blanche Bowden, a devoted wife, 
separates from her husband and leads an independent life as a New 
Woman. For the majority of the play she is a woman of “intellectual energy 
and ideals” yet, to the satisfaction of traditionalists, she is also “handicapped 
by natural feminine instincts”88. Clifford escaped criticism for two main 
reasons: first, Blanche ultimately conforms to traditional expectations in the 
closing scene when she returns to her husband. Secondly, the heroine is 
Austrian and behaves ‘unreasonably’ in a quintessential^ English drawing­
room drama. In creating a female protagonist who was foreign, Clifford 
distanced her heroine from conventional, British femininity, allowing her 
potential detractors to associate her ‘unnatural’ behaviour with that of the 
alien ‘other’. Ibsen’s heroine, in contrast, rebels against family ideals within 
the context of her native environment, albeit a Norwegian one.
The virulent attacks in the British newspapers and the equally vociferous 
defences Ibsen’s supporters mounted, led William Archer to despair. In 1901, 
he regarded the former as colossally absurd and the latter as facile hero- 
worshippers who had misinterpreted A Doll’s House as a manifesto for the 
Women’s Rights movement89. Despite this, Nora’s challenge to conventional 
patriarchal society, during the closing years of the nineteenth century, 
continued to act as a clarion call for women well into the second decade of 
the twentieth century. Indeed, a review in the suffragette journal The Vote in
88 Clifford Mrs., 1915: pvii.
89 Woodfield, 1984: p38 - 9.
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1911 confirmed Ibsen’s play to be still capable of giving women theatre­
goers a “sense of empowerment and validation”90.
Even in 1914, Nora’s behaviour was seen as a radical step for a woman, 
despite the achievements of the previous decades. For centuries women had 
been subjected to an autocratic, male-centred society and it was only in the 
preceding years that liberal ideas about freedom and human rights had 
begun to reach the forefront of debate. Such revolutionary views began to 
clear the way for women to demand their own rights to be treated as fellow- 
human beings91, just as Nora did prior to slamming the door on her former, 
dependent existence. That A Doll’s House in particular should achieve such 
an association with the feminist cause was due, in no small measure, to its 
coincidence with the heyday of theatrical matinées: indeed, even the 
performance on 27th January 1914 was a matinée. Thus Ibsen’s works 
continued to appeal mainly to the predominantly female audiences who 
attended these afternoon showings. The original tactic of relegating Ibsen’s 
plays to the ‘backwater’ of minority theatrical staging did, in effect, serve to 
promote him to the people most likely to adopt and sympathise with his work.
Theatre managers were well used to entertaining a predominantly 
female audience during the afternoons, as matinées had been an essential 
part of theatregoing life for nearly half a century. Started in the 1870s, their 
attendances had grown with the upsurge in available leisure time for the 
middle classes. At the end of the nineteenth century nearly sixty per cent of 
plays in the West End were matinées. Although many were additional 
performances of successful plays with long runs of evening performances,
90 DiCenzo, 2008: p45.
91 Heiberg, 1969: p202.
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more than half were independent productions in theatres hired specifically for 
single or short runs in the afternoon. Matinées were used for both regular 
productions and untried plays and their very popularity “encouraged 
managers to experiment with more unconventional fare”92. Such was the 
unanticipated popularity of Ibsen’s dramas with these audiences in the 1880s 
and 1890s that several of his plays transferred to the evening bills93.
In the nineteenth century matinée audiences consisted, in the main, of 
those with ample free time during the afternoon. They comprised non­
working, therefore elderly people, adolescents, mainly young girls and, of 
course, married women with time to spare. As Dennis Kennedy, the theatre 
historian, observed, matinée audiences originally consisted of the leisured 
“wives and daughters of hard-working men of commerce sent out in daylight 
... to proclaim the freedom from drudgery for women bought by their master’s 
sucessful toil”94. By the twentieth century the demographics of matinée 
audiences had changed significantly.
Any one passing through the Haymarket, the Strand, or 
Shaftesbury Avenue on matinée days ... may see at one 
theatre or another an interminable file of people waiting long 
and patiently for the doors to be opened. ...It is a mixed 
crowd, formed for the most part of small parties and courting 
couples. There are shopmen, clerks, and spinsters in pince- 
nez ; but more numerous still are the shopgirls, milliners, 
dressmakers, typists, stenographers, cashiers of large and 
small houses of business, telegraph and telephone girls, and 
the thousands of other girls whose place in the social scale is 
hard to guess or to define95.
92 Kennedy, 1996: p137.
93 Barstow, 2001: p388.
94 Kennedy, 1996: p137.
95 Borsa, 1908: p4 - 5.
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The reaction of early matinée audiences to Nora’s presence on stage is 
telling. Elizabeth Robins, the actress, playwright, suffragist and, eventually, 
an avid supporter of Ibsen’s work, described the first performance of A Doll’ 
House as “an event that was to change lives and literatures.”96 Edith Lees97 
later wrote that she and a group of women gathered outside the theatre after 
the perfomance98 “breathless with excitement... restive and impetuous and 
almost savage in our arguments. This was either the end of the world or the 
beginning of a new world for women.”99
By the early years of the twentieth century, matinée audiences included 
a particular type of woman, who deliberately chose the kind of entertainment 
she wanted to watch from the range of experimental dramas on offer in the 
afternoons. Feminism, with its associated individuality, had inspired a new 
generation of women who sought intellectual stimulation rather than mere 
diversion from a tedious and boring existence. These women were 
accustomed to attending lectures and instructive talks, therefore they 
expected more from their afternoon’s entertainment than conventional, 
fatuous, male-centred trivia100. They sought plays that challenged their 
intellect and provided a stimulus for debate and even controversy. In Ibsen 
and in A Doll’s House in particular, they found ample didactic material and a 
play that provided them with an alternative to the fantasy worlds that formed 
the usual fare in commercial theatres.
96 Robins, 1928: p 9 - 10.
97 Edith Mary Oldham Lees Ellis (1861 -  1916), the British writer and women’s activist, was 
the lesbian wife of the sexologist, Havelock Ellis.
98 Known feminists in the audience were Elizabeth Robins, Edith Lees, the poetess Dolly 
Radford and Bernard Shaw. A party organised by Karl Person in the Dress Circle included 
Olive Shreiner, Maria Sharpe, Emma Brooke and Eleanor Marx (Bland, 1995: p175.)
99 Lees, 1915: p266. (Cited in Barstow, 2001: p397 - 8.)
100 Hirshfield, 1987: p1 -2 .
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Ibsen’s realist dramas portrayed middle-class heroines faced with 
situations that resonated with the experiences of the women sitting in the 
audience. Nora endured male dominance within an unequal marriage. Above 
all, her husband posed a threat to her individual freedom, in contrast to the 
role traditionally allocated to men as rescuer and provider. The group of like- 
minded women collectively experiencing Nora’s plight on-stage in the 1910s 
could identify with her predicament and thus question the social implications 
for all women101. Within the theatrical environment they were viewing 
impersonations of their own domestic lives. In some cases they were acting 
as spectators to an equivalence of their own marriages, brought vividly to life 
through the ‘fourth wall’ of dramatic interpretation. For some, the recognition 
came as a powerful shock102. Traditionally isolated from one another through 
their habitation of the ‘personal sphere’, the opportunity to congregate 
together in the unthreatening environment of the theatre had great political 
and social significance for women. They were able to identitfy with Nora’s 
fictional predicament but also, and perhaps just as relevantly, they could 
respond within the secure fellowship and solidarity of like-minded 
companions. Hostile reviewers of Ibsen’s plays drew attention to the 
disparate reactions of these female matinée audiences and the guarded 
indifference shown by their male counterparts. The enthusiastic involvement 
and even passionate reactions of the formerly quiescent female audiences 
elicited outrage amongst horrified critics, precipitating a backlash of 
unprecedented dimension103. Perceived as hysterical, unwomanly and 
deviant, Ibsen’s female supporters received similar treatment to his fictitious
101 Barstow, 2001: p389.
102 Ibid: p394.
103 Ibid: p400 - 3.
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heroines. The “aggressively insistent, phobic sense of difference” articulated 
by male critics only served to bring women closer together and the formerly 
private, passive experience of theatre-going became “the active matrix 
around which women built a collective identity.”104 The extreme negativity of 
the critics unified a collective of bourgeoise females, no longer satisfied with 
the passive roles inflicted upon them by a predominantly patriarchal society.
In the Punch cartoon, ‘Donna Quixote’, the range of subversive literature 
spread at the feet of the unpleasantly parodied New Woman includes a 
tome, with the word ‘Ibsen’ inscribed on the cover105. Clearly, as early as 
1894 Ibsen’s name was associated with radical female behaviour in its worst 
form. This interpretation of Ibsen’s intent, however, did not conform to his 
own expressed views, as Sir Max Beerbohm-Tree, writing in 1906, 
explained:
Because the men in his plays are mostly scored off by the 
women, he has often been credited with a keen sympathy for 
the feminine sex. “Strong-minded” women used to regard 
him as their affectionate a lly .... No dispassionate reader of 
his plays can fail to see that his sympathy with women is a 
mere reflex of his antipathy to their lords and masters.... For 
his part, he considered the woman’s sphere was the 
home106.
Thanks to his “notorious ‘women’s plays’, with their central female 
characters who defy prevailing standards of acceptable feminine behaviour”, 
Ibsen became the “darling” of the women’s movement107. Despite this, Ibsen 
was not a feminist108; a claim he denied emphatically in a speech given on
________________________  Ù
104 Ibid: p405.
105 Punch, 28 April 1894: p194.
106 Beerbohm, 1953: p435.
107 Farfan, 2004: p12.
108 Britain, 1983: p33.
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26th May 1898, at a seventieth-birthday banquet given in his honour by the 
Norwegian Women’s Rights League. Biographers and academic 
commentators alike all agree that Ibsen never intended to provide 
ammunition for the feminist cause109. In his notes for A Doll’s House and 
Ghosts, however, he did indicate that he saw the situation of women as a 
significant social problem, viewing them as being mistreated and deprived of 
economic autonomy. Writing from Rome in 1878, Ibsen communicated his 
sentiments regarding social injustice.
[T]he woman is judged in practical life according to the man’s 
law, as if she were not a woman but a m an.... A woman 
cannot be herself in the society of today, which is exclusively 
a masculine society, with laws written by men, and with 
accusers and judges who judge feminine conduct from the 
masculine standpoint110.
Clearly, endowed with the capacity of empathy which raised him above 
the limitations of a discourse defined by binarism, Ibsen was also a liberal 
thinker with his own opinions about the equality of the sexes. Radical 
feminists in the 1910s made use of Nora’s story in their propaganda and 
went on to uphold Ibsen and subsequent stage productions of his other 
works as valuable contributions to their cause. Their enemies used him as an 
example of all they believed to be unsavoury in women’s battle for equality. 
The polarised viewpoints concerning the merits and indeed, the motivations 
for Ibsen’s works, created an atmosphere of friction amongst critics which 
continued well into the twentieth century.
Such equivocal and disparate reactions to Ibsen’s work, even in the 
second decade of the twentieth century, foregrounds the difficulty
109 Templeton, 1989: p28.
110 Archer, 1909: p981 -2 .
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Edwardians had in progressing beyond the ideologies and values of their 
Victorian predecessors. While many embraced Ibsen as an intellectual 
playwright, the majority of audiences continued to prefer the uncontroversial 
entertainments to which they were accustomed. The popularity of afternoon 
performances, however, increased the exposure of his plays to audiences 
made up predominantly of women. The feminists, in particular amongst this 
group, found much that resonated with their cause, despite Ibsen's 
protestations to the contrary. The social implications of portraying a wife as 
rebellious and independent resonated with a generation of women who were 
no longer prepared to accept their subservient role in relationship to men. In 
Nora Helmer, Ibsen had presented a very different heroine who embraced 
the characteristics of several Victorian stereotypes while refusing to conform 
to any one in particular.
The role of women within Ibsen’s dramas was central to the arguments 
adopted by his supporters and enemies alike, and nothing fuelled these 
arguments more than the behaviour of Nora Helmer and her successor, 
Helene Alving in Ghosts. Ibsen explained his motivation for developing the 
themes, intially explored in the earlier drama, in a letter written in June 1882. 
In this he declared that "Ghosts had to be written; I could not remain standing 
at A Doll’s House] after Nora, Mrs. Alving of necessity had to come.”111 
Castigated for creating a heroine who “walked out of her doll’s house”, Ibsen 
determined to show his critics what happened when a woman followed the 
line of conduct they so patently regarded as a wife’s rightful duty112. In so 
doing he exposed the hypocrisy of patriarchal values. Both heroines were
111 McFarlane, 1961: p3.
112 Shaw, 1913: p82.
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despised for their behaviour, despite their opposite reactions to untenable 
marital situations.
Just as A Doll’s House had become a “lightning rod for the culture wars 
of late-nineteenth-century London”113, so Ghosts fueled an even greater 
controversy that provoked hysterical verbal assaults upon Ibsen’s supporters 
and ferocious attacks upon the author himself. No play, before or since, has 
generated such a depth and volume of abuse. Under the laws of censorship 
that existed in England there was no possibility that the play would receive a 
licence to perform publicly and no attempt was made until 1914. It came as 
some surprise, therefore, when the censor granted a licence that year and 
the play made its first, hasty, commercial performance at the Haymarket 
Theatre on 14th July 1914. After this, Ghosts, together with several of Ibsen’s 
other dramas, went on to become both canonical and amongst the most 
frequently performed plays to date. These achievements will be examined in 
the next chapter.
113 Kelly, 2008: p18.
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Chapter Eleven: Canonical Dramas by Ibsen and Maeterlinck
Dramas by European playwrights were received with muted enthusiasm in 
the theatres of Edwardian London. Despite this, many subsequently entered 
the literary canon and have become essential components of theatrical 
repertoires around the world. Why did the works of Henrik Ibsen and, to a 
lesser extent, those of the Belgian Maurice Maeterlinck, fail to attract initial 
commercial success while plays of inferior quality by British men enjoyed 
favour with London audiences? Did the plays of these European ‘masters’ 
influence their contemporaries, precipitating a change in British theatre, or 
were they ignored? How did the portrayal of women within these plays from 
the Continent differ from the conventions Edwardian audiences had come to 
expect?
In 1914, London theatre owners chose to produce three of Ibsen’s 
dramas: A Doll’s House, Ghosts and The Wild Duck\ The total number of 
stagings for all three plays, however, only amounted to five evening 
performances and seven matinées. Clearly, while Ibsen had achieved 
respectability by the second decade of the twentieth century, his works had 
yet to generate any level of commercial popularity. Although the initial, 
aggressively antagonistic, outpourings that had greeted his work in the 
previous century were all but forgotten, in 1914 his plays generated little 
critical enthusiasm. They remained, essentially, intellectual dramas reserved 
for the enjoyment of a minority of discerning theatre-goers. The drama critic 
of The Times in 1913 captured the sentiments of such audiences.
1 The Wild Duck at the Savoy Theatre and A Doll’s House at the Vaudeville Theatre in 
January; Ghosts at the Court Theatre in April and May and at the Haymarket Theatre in July.
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Ibsen one nowadays gets so little of - he has become already 
the classic of high renown and the equally high shelf -  that 
the occasional revival, when it does happen, happens as a 
real and lucky windfall. If you do not recapture your first fine 
careless rapture over him you get perhaps what is better, the 
sense of quiet, rich enjoyment; you taste him as a fine wine 
improved by age2.
His description of Ibsen’s work was in direct contradiction to those of his 
predecessors, twenty years earlier. One critic had described A Doll’s House 
as “incomprehensible Ibsen babble”3 and “worthless as a play... the 
mouthpiece of the professor and the platform for the religionist.”4 Such an 
opinion was muted compared to the vitriol reserved for Ghosts. The outcry 
generated after its first showing in 1891 is well documented; the most 
famous attack and counter-attack being mounted by Clement Scott in the 
Daily Telegraph and William Archer in the Pall Mall Gazette5. Scott, whose 
hatred of Ibsen was almost obsessive, described his response to the first 
night of Ghosts at the Royalty Theatre in March 1891.
Dramatic art never... had enemies more deadly than those 
who recently clubbed together to bolster up the reputation of 
the Norwegian writer Henrik Ibsen, and who yesterday 
evening produced upon a semi-private stage his positively 
abominable play entitled Ghosts6.
Condemned as “an impossible play for English audiences”7, Ibsen’s 
‘foreignness’ was once again used as ammunition in the attack.
2 The Times, 2 December 1913: p12.
3 The Stage, 15 June 1893: p13.
4 The Stage, 14 June 1889: p10.
5 William Archer assembled the worst of the vitriolic outpourings from reviewers and critics 
into an article entitled ‘“Ghosts’ and Gibberings” (The Pall Mall Gazette, 8 April 1891: p3.) In 
so going he drew attention to the excessive reactions to the play and thus ridiculed its 
detractors.
6 Daily Telegraph, 14 March 1891: p5.
7 The Stage, 19 March 1891 : p9.
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Can anyone but a crazy Ibsenite really take these things as 
an average picture of humanity? It may be of Norwegian 
humanity, but certainly it is not of English8.
Such chauvinism was characteristic of a society that was complaisant, 
albeit insecure in its beliefs of English superiority and global dominance. By 
1914, however, the world was a changing place and the British Empire was 
in a state of terminal decline, although there was little general awareness of 
impending disaster. Ibsen, the Norwegian who travelled extensively and lived 
a cosmopolitan life, was the ‘outsider’ who dared to question Victorian 
values9. His plays appeared to criticise nineteenth-century British ideology 
and challenge the status quo. Ibsen’s liberalism revealed itself in his plays, 
where the status of the individual within the family stood as a metaphor for 
his or her position in society. On stage, domestic power structures 
represented the social and political hierarchies prevailing in the wider 
world10.
Even as late as 1906, newspaper critics in England were still describing 
Ghosts as “nasty” and “the most squalid of Ibsen’s plays”11. Yet in the same 
year, the world-renowned Norwegian artist, Edvard Munch, was cooperating 
with Ibsen on the stage settings for Ghosts. In the true spirit of 
‘interartifactuality’, where the arts illuminate each other, Munch’s designs for 
the interiors were “faithful to Ibsen's stage directions but [go] into them in 
depth and [supplement] them with elements that were completely his own.”12
8 Licensed Victuallers' Mirror, 17 March 1891: p128.
9 Ledger, 2008: p4.
10 Hemmer, 1994: p70.
11 The Stage, 15 March 1906: p10.
12 Langslet, 2002.
Ibsen always had aspirations to be a painter and had clear pictures of how has characters 
looked and dressed on stage. Munch was known as a ‘literary’ painter and “Ibsen's writings
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The artist and the writer met in the 1890s, when they discovered a shared 
vision for their arts. In addition, their life experiences were remarkably 
similar: both were rejected during the majority of their lifetimes, then went on 
to achieve recognition, canonical status and, ultimately, significant fame.
In 1910, The Stage referred to Ghosts as “the ‘Norwegian Master’s’ most 
repulsive, nauseating, and terrible play”13. By 1914, however, opinions had 
changed and the drama was described as “one of the most essentially moral 
plays in dramatic history”. The same writer commented, generously, that the 
“average theatre audience is intellectually and morally capable of looking 
after itself’14. Despite this, the motivation for the censor suddenly to grant a 
licence to perform for Ghosts in 1914 remains unclear. Speculation at the 
time suggested that the ban had, in fact, had the opposite effect to that 
originally intended.
While witnessing the public performance of ‘Ghosts’ last 
Tuesday afternoon we wondered afresh why Mr. Grein had 
to bear so much in his endeavours to secure freedom for this 
particular play.... Partial suppression, like partial truth, is 
ever the most pernicious, so we are particularly thankful that 
now, when we have many dramatic societies ready to 
produce unlicensed plays, ‘Ghosts’ has been removed from a 
class which may have powers of attraction for the morbid 
playgoer. For such people Ibsen is, no doubt, unhealthy, but 
so is much of the Old Testament15.
Thanks to this mellowing of opinion, Ibsen’s most detested play, Ghosts, 
finally achieved respectability in the month prior to the outbreak of war16.
became one of the sources from which Edvard Munch's pictorial imagination drew 
throughout his life.” (Langslet, 2002.)
13 The Stage, 3 March 1910: p2.
14 The Stage, 16 July 1914: p22.
15 The Athenaeum, 18 July 1914: p88.
16 First performed privately in London in Marchl 891 at the Royalty Theatre, Ghosts had 
remained banned from public performance ever since. Despite this, the drama was staged ^ 
privately in 1893, 1897, 1910 and in early 1914, prior to licensing. The performances on 27
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Although the scale of the initial, negative, response from theatre critics 
was significantly greater for Ghosts than for A Doll’s House, their heroines 
shared several points of similarity. While social pressure had forced them to 
act deviously, both women lived in fear of discovery of deceits they were 
hiding from the ones they loved. In Nora’s case she fantasised that her 
husband would ultimately rescue her from her impossible situation. Helene 
Alving was more pragmatic in her defence, protecting her dead husband’s 
true character by her own hard work and then by endowing an orphanage in 
his name. When past events are revealed in the plays, Nora and Helene are 
forced to see their lives in a new and pitiless light. The disclosures precipitate 
clashes with the very society that has conditioned their lives until the moment 
of discovery17. Nora leaves the safety and security of her family life; Helene 
Alving faces her son’s madness and assisted suicide. Writing in 1905, James 
Huneker observed that “Nora Helmer... like Mrs. Alving, frees herself by her 
variation from what we, in the ignorance of our own possibilities, call the 
normal.”18
In both plays it is the women who are the central figures of the plot and 
who dictate the structure of the storyline. Ironically, Nora and Helene 
demonstrate one of the key characteristics of the English ‘angel in the house’ 
of the Victorian age, as they sacrifice their own lives in order to promote the 
well-being and reputations of their husbands. This element of self-sacrifice is 
exaggerated to such an extent that it destroys conventional marital 
relationships. In so doing, these heroines no longer conformed to the
February and 13th March 1910 were staged by the Ibsen Club at the Rehearsal Theatre for a 
select audience (The Stage, 3 March 1910: p2.)
17 Gray, 1977: p82.
18 Huneker, 1905: p17.
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expected conduct of a traditional Victorian wife. Ibsen adopted a popular 
method to highlight this unconventional behaviour by creating a selection of 
secondary female characters to act as contrast to Nora and Helene. In the 
main, these figures represented conventional Victorian stereotypes, albeit as 
unobtrusive, supporting presences. The publicity surrounding Nora Helmer 
and Helene Alving disguised the importance of other women within the plays 
and relegated them to virtual insignificance.
In A Doll’s House, Nora’s childhood friend, Christina Linden, is introduced 
in the opening scene. The poverty-stricken widow reveals that she had 
married her first husband to provide financial security for her family and to 
escape from ‘spinsterhood’. In so doing she endured a loveless and unhappy 
liaison. As the Helmer marriage moves towards disintegration, Nora’s 
blackmailer, Krogstad, and Christina progress towards a mutual 
understanding and an engagement. Nora and Christina “move in parallel 
lines but in opposite directions”19. The former ultimately rejects conventional 
behaviour while her friend conforms to social expectations.
Ibsen utilised the popular stereotype of the ‘fallen woman’ in all three of 
the plays performed in 1914. In A Doll’s House Anna, the children’s nurse, 
has given up her own illegitimate daughter in order to act as nanny to Nora 
when she was a child. She explains her sacrifice in Act Two.
Nora [H]ow could you bring yourself to give your child up to
strangers?
Anna I had to when I came to nurse my little Miss Nora.
Nora But how could you make your mind up to it?
19 Northam, 1953: p26.
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Anna When I had the chance of such a good place? A poor 
girl who’s been in trouble must take what comes. That wicked 
man did nothing for me20.
Ibsen’s third drama in production in 1914, The Wild Duck, was described 
as “touching bottom in pessimism.”21 In a story dominated by three men and 
a child, women take on the roles of minor characters. One of these is Bertha 
Sôrby, the housekeeper and fiancée of Hakon Werle, a wealthy industrialist. 
Living in the same house, Werle is concerned for the impropriety of the 
couple’s situation and observes that a “woman so placed may easily find 
herself in a false position, in the eyes of the world.” He decides to regularise 
the arrangement by marriage, as he is “afraid she won’t accept the situation 
much longer... even i f ... she were to disregard the gossip and scandal and 
all that”22.
The other, more significant character, is Gina Ekdal, a woman who 
appears to fulfil the role of ‘angel in the house’ of classic rendition. She is 
“the plain, matter-of-fact, practical woman of common sense, the scrupulous 
fulfiller of all duties.”23 Hialmar Ekdal, her husband, declares her to be “as 
good a wife as a man could wish for.”24 Once again in an Ibsen play, all is not 
what it seems in the domestic contentment of a married couple. While Gina’s 
contribution to the marriage in practical terms cannot be faulted, her 
character is at odds with that of a typical Victorian ‘angel’.
Gina, is a vulgar, commonplace, sensible woman, quite 
content with her lot, whose coarseness jars on the sensitive 
soul of her lord. She does the housework and cooking, and
20 Ibsen, 1908: p64.
21 MacFall, 1907: p252.
22 Ibsen, 1941: p206.
23 Macfall, 1907: p255-6.
24 Ibsen, 1941: p195.
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carries on the photographic business which her husband is 
supposed to conduct. She is an immoral figure with her frank, 
rude, truthful nature25.
During the course of the play it is revealed that, while Gina was a servant in 
the Werle household, the master of the house “didn’t give up until he’d had 
his way.”26 She is unable to reassure Hialmar that Hedvig, the beloved 
daughter he has always believed to be his own, is not Werle’s child. The 
consequence of Gina’s ‘fall’ is the climax of the play when Hedvig commits 
suicide.
In The Wild Duck Hedvig is a blameless victim, while in Ghosts, Regina, 
the maid and illegitimate child of Captain Alving, shares nothing of her 
naivety and innocence. As the only other female presence on stage, she acts 
as counterfoil to Helene’s apparent virtue and maternal devotion. The play 
opens with Regina chastising Engstrand, the man she believes to be her 
father, first for making too much noise then for suggesting she come and live 
with him. She is both pretentious and arrogant, using French phrases to 
indicate her superiority to him and declaring “Me, that have been brought up 
a lady like Mrs Alving!... Is it me you want to go home with you? -  to a house 
like yours? For shame!”27 Regina’s character develops through her 
relationship with Oswald, Helene’s son. Without realising her own kinship to 
him, she initially perceives that a liaison with the master’s son would be to 
her own advantage. On learning that he is her own half-brother and, more 
significantly, is terminally ill, she rejects Oswald and the Alving household. 
Helene is left alone to nurse her son through his madness and decline
25 Macfall, 1907: p252.
26 Ibsen, 1941: p260.
27— , 1908: p163.
[318]
European Heroines Portrayed on the London Stage: Canonical Dramas by Ibsen and Maeterlinck
towards death. The mother’s unconditional love is contrasted with Regina’s 
selfish pursuit of personal advancement, albeit as a ‘fallen woman’ in her 
step-father’s brothel. The Stage of 1914 described Regina as an “artful, 
knowing, evil-seeking ... little minx who deliberately chooses to follow in the 
path taken by her mother.”28 Just as Oswald physically bears the legacy of 
his father’s profligate lifestyle, so Regina is accused of inheriting her 
unsavoury nature from her mother, Johanna. In this particular instance the 
responsibility of that same father remains unobserved.
Although Johanna is long dead before the start of the play, her invisible, 
‘ghostly’ presence permeates through the action of the story. Dialogue within 
the play reveals that when her pregnancy had been discovered, the matter 
had been “hushed up”29 by persuading Jacob Engstrand to take the blame 
and marry her. Ibsen used the situation to foreground the hypocrisy of the 
sexual double standard that so angered and offended feminists. While 
Engstrand demanded “a miserable three hundred dollars, to go and marry a 
fallen woman”30, the price Helene accepted to marry Alving -  a “fallen man”31 
-  had been “a whole fortune”32 and the respectability of a middle-class 
marriage. Pastor Manders, Helene’s spiritual guide and long-term friend, 
refuses to endorse Helene’s description of the similarities between the two 
situations, declaring “there is a world of difference between the two cases.”33 
The hypocrisy of the reaction to the parallel situations is two-fold, involving 
both class and gender. A man may be forgiven his indiscretions, while a
28 The Stage, 3 March 1910: p2.
29 — , 1908: p217.
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woman is condemned for the same actions. A lower-class woman is 
considered ‘fallen’ and therefore contemptible for taking money to marry, 
while a middle-class woman who chooses to enter a relationship for financial 
security is congratulated, however despicable that relationship becomes. 
Helene’s subsequent desire to rid herself of her inherited fortune, which she 
considers as ‘purchase-money’, appealed to feminists. They applauded her 
independence and her desire to distance herself from the tainted fruits of her 
marriage arrangement. Despite this apparent attempt to achieve 
psychological independence from her past, however, Helene remains 
essentially “a middle-aged woman bound by the chains of respectability and 
convention.”34 Unlike Nora, who gradually realises her need for bodily and 
mental independence and finally achieves her goal, Helene begins the play 
an independent woman but succumbs to parental responsibility that traps her 
in a doomed relationship.
To the casual observer, Helene Alving begins the play as the archetypical 
grieving widow, determined to commemorate the life of her respectable 
husband. Yet, as with Nora and Gina, the outward appearance of family life 
is built upon deception. Helene has successfully hidden the dark secrets of 
her abusive marriage from all, including her son, Oswald, and her former 
confidant, Pastor Manders. The nature of these hidden vices, which included 
alcoholism, marital rape, child abuse, sexually-transmitted disease and the 
fathering of an illegitimate child, shocked Victorian audiences and critics. 
Helene Alving had disguised the nature of her relationship with her husband
34 Corrigan, 1959: p176.
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under a cloak of respectability for nineteen years. Her exposition comes at 
the end of Act One when she finally takes Manders into her confidence.
Mrs. Alving The truth is that my husband died just as 
dissolute as he had lived all his days.... I had gone on bearing 
with him, although I knew very well the secrets of his life out 
of doors. But when he brought the scandal within our own 
walls -
Manders Impossible! Here!...
Mrs. Alving Mr. Alving had his way with the girl; and that 
connection had consequences, Mr. Manders.
Manders Such things in this house! In this house!
Mrs. Alving I had borne a great deal in this house. To keep 
him at home in the evenings, and at night, I had to make 
myself his boon companion in his secret orgies up in his 
room. There I have had to sit alone with him, to clink glasses 
and drink with him, and to listen to his ribald, silly talk. I have 
had to fight to get him to bed -
Manders (Moved.) And you were able to bear all this!
Mrs. Alving I had to bear it for my little boy’s sake. But when 
the last insult was added; when my own servant-maid -; then 
I swore to myself: This shall come to an end!35
The pages of Ghosts also include references to arson, blasphemy, incest, 
assisted suicide, prostitution, pimping, hypocrisy, theft, abuse of power, 
blackmail, misogyny, Oedipus complex and the suppression of the working 
classes. Gunilla Anderman, in her book Europe on Stage, comments that 
Ibsen included virtually all the topics that were being regularly debated in the 
Scandinavian newspapers of the 1870s and 80s: “free love, venereal 
disease, prostitution, heredity, Darwinism and euthanasia.”36 The most 
offensive acts in the nineteenth century, however, were the attacks on the 
Church37 and matrimony38. Above all others, Ibsen’s perceived assault on
35 Ibsen, 1908: p206, 208 - 9.
36 Anderman, 2005: p80.
37Kildahl, 1963: p355.; The Stage, 15 March 1906: p10.
38Shaw, 1913: p81.; Meyer, 1980: p12.
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the sanctity of marriage was the greatest insult to English society. In the 
eyes of those that represented the social order of the day, the most 
pernicious offence Helene Alving committed was to consider fleeing from her 
loveless marriage.
By the second decade of the twentieth century, however, Ibsen’s 
challenges to Victorian values had taken on a different perspective. While 
commentators continued to describe the play as containing “things ... which 
are almost too ghastly to think about”39, the concealment of such acts from 
audiences was considered the greater offence. The principle of treating 
potential viewers as “babes”40 that needed protection from the portrayal of 
vices on the stage, was becoming increasingly intolerable in the Edwardian 
age. Feminists were promoting the role of women in society and acquiring 
autonomy unheard of in previous generations. Even moderates were 
questioning the patriarchal structure with its male-centred domination of 
ideology and cultural beliefs that included the position of wives within 
marriage. Writing in 1914, Emma Goldman doubted the structural stability of 
the loveless, unequal marriages as portrayed in A Doll’s House and Ghosts.
Is there anything more degrading to woman than to live with 
a stranger, and bear him children? Yet, the lie of the 
marriage institution decrees that she shall continue to do so, 
and the social conception of duty insists that for the sake of 
that lie she need be nothing else than a plaything, a doll, a 
nonentity.... Not only does [Ibsen] undermine in ‘Ghosts’ the 
Social Lie and the paralyzing effect of Duty, but the 
uselessness and evil of Sacrifice41.
39 The Stage, 16 July 1914: p22.
40 Ibid.
41 Goldman, 1914: p24 - 5.
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Ibsen provides a clear definition of the perceived ‘duty’ of a virtuous wife 
through Pastor Manders. As Helene’s priest and spiritual adviser, he stands 
in moral judgement, reminding her of her obligations to her husband.
Manders It is the mark of the spirit of rebellion to crave for 
happiness in this life. What right have we human beings to 
happiness? We have simply to do our duty, Mrs. Alving! And 
your duty was to hold firmly to the man you had once 
chosen, and to whom you were bound by the holiest ties ....
[A] wife is not appointed to be her husband’s judge. It was 
your duty to bear with humility the cross which a Higher 
Power had, in its wisdom, laid upon you....
Yes, you may thank God ... that it was vouchsafed me to 
lead you back to the path of duty, and home to your lawful 
husband....
And what a blessing has it not proved to you ... that I induced 
you to resume the yoke of duty and obedience!42
In this speech Pastor Manders lists several of the characteristics of the 
saintly wife: humility, duty, obedience and self-sacrifice. Contravention of 
such values would have alienated traditional audiences; when Manders later 
hints at Helene’s adulterous thoughts for him, her image as a grieving widow 
is convincingly shattered. Once again, Ibsen demonstrated the hypocrisy of 
the double standard. Helene Alving was condemned as an unnatural woman 
for expressing her modest attraction to a man who was not her husband, 
while the reverse situation received little or no comment from a society 
whose ideology was deeply rooted in patriarchy. Married to an adulterous, 
abusive drunkard, she accepts the blame for his behaviour.
Mrs. Alving If people had come to know anything, they 
would have said -  “Poor man! With a runaway wife, no 
wonder he kicks over the traces.”
Manders Such remarks might have been made with a 
certain show of right43.
42 Ibsen, 1908: p201 -3 .
43 Ibid: p221.
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While the Edwardian female might have considered such self-denigration as 
anachronistic, the majority of Victorian society would have agreed with 
Pastor Manders.
The theatre critic in The Stage newspaper described the audience for the 
first, unlicensed, performance in 1891 at the Royalty Theatre as “large” and 
including “many persons of culture”. Despite this, the performance “was 
received without any demonstrative signs of either blame or praise” although, 
at the close, “there was a good deal of mingled applause and hissing.”44 In 
contrast, the audience at the 1914 performance at The Haymarket in July 
was described as “large and enthusiastic” and the play as a “triumph”45. The 
reviewer in The Times commented that the play’s “modernism is no longer its 
most salient feature; it can still appal, but no longer shock”, although Ghosts 
should still be reserved “for the special rather than the general audience.”46 
This single matinée performance in 1914 represented a victory for common 
sense over draconian censorship and laid the foundation for Ibsen’s 
subsequent canonical and popular status in the theatres of London. Its 
description as a ‘triumph’ on that occasion, however, was due more to its 
socio-political significance than to cultural recognition. A minority of the 
intelligentsia had acknowledged the quality and intellectual stimulation of 
Ibsen’s work for decades. The challenge of the ‘new drama’, as represented 
by Ibsen at the end of the nineteenth century, had been to overcome the 
complacency of the conformist social order in England. The solid and stable 
forces of conservatism, together with centuries of theatrical tradition,
44 Hardy, 1891.
45 The Stage, 16 July 1914: p22.
46 The Times, 15 July 1914: p11.
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however, provided “infertile ground for new growths.”47 Recent scholarly 
thinking clearly supports the view that Ibsen and his contemporary 
playwrights succeeded in this indomitable task. Observers at the time, 
however, were more ambivalent in their appraisal. Although the frenzied 
attacks on Ibsen and his naturalistic, bordering on symbolistic, dramas soon 
dissipated, by 1906 a few antagonistic critics considered Ibsen a “spent force 
in this country”48. Writing in 1925, Ashley Dukes49 declared that by 1914 the 
theatre was “a thing larger and richer than the modern drama [...and] the 
drama of realism and social indignation, so long in vogue throughout Europe, 
was dying a natural but lingering death”50.
The bold statement that the ‘new drama’ was a phase of British theatre 
that had passed, or at least was in its final days, by the outbreak of the First 
World War, was erroneous; several of Dukes’s contemporaries contradicted 
this claim. Writing in 1919, Miriam Franc asserted that “Ibsen has influenced 
modern drama as has no other single playwright, and ... aroused the most 
interesting controversy in the history of the modern English theatre.”51 The 
indirect effect of Ibsen’s influence during the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth century was to change the face of modern theatre immeasurably. 
Franc’s viewpoint was shared by Thomas Dickinson, writing in 1920, who 
confirmed that, during this most formative period of English drama, Ibsen 
was “a force that could not be denied.” While repudiating his realism and 
rejecting his influence, English writers imitated his methods and studied his
47 Woodfield, 1984: p19.
48 The Stage, 15 March 1906: p10.
49 The translator commissioned in 1914 by the Incorporated Stage Society to adapt France’s 
play, La Comédie de Celui qui Épousa une Femme Muette.
50 Duke, 1925: pxv.
51 Franc, 1919. Preface
[325]
European Heroines Portrayed on the London Stage: Canonical Dramas by Ibsen and Maeterlinck
themes. Ibsen’s dramas were “full of the moral reflections of the inner life” 
and British dramatists interpreted and magnified this “to a cruder purpose”.
As a result they began to produce a more solid and cerebral genre of play 
that promoted the style of intellectual theatre that prevails to the present 
day52. In the early twentieth century, however, few plays of this type reached 
the West End stage and the commercial theatres were still filled with popular 
entertainments that demanded little of their audiences. Dramas that 
appealed to intellectual men and women remained in a minority and, despite 
inferences to the contrary, foreign plays were a rarity. Indeed, Ibsen’s three 
plays contributed a significant proportion of the serious non-British dramas 
on offer in 1914.
The impression generated by newspapers was that foreign performers 
dominated the West End. Indeed, Samuel Hynes, the oft-quoted chronicler of 
Edwardian society, comments that, by the summer of 1914, foreign 
“traditions in the arts” had become well established.
English audiences applauded European artists, and English 
artists imitated them. The catastrophe that the Tories feared 
had happened, though not in the way that the Tories 
expected -  England had been successfully invaded from the 
Continent53.
Despite these claims, the reality of statistics shows that, while foreign 
authors and entertainers were certainly well represented at theatres in 
London, they were far from dominant over British productions. Of the 236 
separate theatre entertainments (dramas, operas, ballets, musicals etc.) 
staged in the West End in 1914, less than a third were written by non-British
52 Dickinson, 1920: p65.
53 Hynes, 1968: p345.
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authors, with adaptations from the French being predominant54. For dramatic 
productions the numbers were even more revealing: France was represented 
by Bernstein {L’Assaut, 1912), Brieux {Les Avariés, 1902), Dumas fils {La 
Dame aux Camélias, 1852), and Sardou {Dora, 1877 and Les Pattes de 
Mouche, 1860). Predictably, all of these French adaptations presented 
women in traditional roles that satisfied the expectations of conventional 
British audiences. Beyond these, the only other European plays at London 
theatres in 1914 were by Chekhov {Uncle Vanya, 1899), Maeterlinck {Monna 
Vanna, 1902), and Tolstoy {Anna Karenina, 1877). None, except for Anna 
Karenina, achieved more than one hundred performances -  several were 
single matinées - and many were private productions staged by theatre clubs 
for select audiences. The ‘invasion’ by Continental dramatists was therefore 
more apparent than real at the higher level of literary production.
The afternoons of 14th and 21st July 1914 marked two significant dates in 
the evolution of modern theatre. After decades of controversy, Ibsen’s 
Ghosts and Maurice Maeterlinck’s Monna Vanna (1902) finally received 
licences for performance from the official censor in England.
We are glad to note that the Lord Chamberlain has at last 
removed his ban from Ibsen’s ‘Ghosts’ and Maeterlinck’s 
‘Monna Vanna’. Mr. J.T. Grein announces a matinée of the 
former piece at the Haymarket on Tuesday, the 14th inst.55.
This relatively minor act brought to conclusion an era of antagonism and 
profound debate about the ideology of theatrical performance in England.
The subsequent staging of the plays was precipitous, due to the unexpected 
nature of the lifting on the bans to perform, but no less prestigious for that.
54 The French contributed twenty-eight, the Americans, sixteen and the Germans, nine 
productions.
55 The Athenaeum, 4 July 1914: p28.
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While the reasons for banning Ghosts were manifold and obvious, the 
excuse for preventing public performances of Monna Vanna seems trivial by 
comparison: the play was deemed offensive because of the inference that 
the heroine wore no undergarments under her capacious cloak56. The critic 
in The Stage found the “tabooing of the piece ... quite inexplicable”, thanks to 
the “most decorous and discreet dressing of the part of Monna Vanna ‘clad 
only in her mantle”’57. Theatre-goers at the first of three public matinée 
performances of Monna Vanna on 14th July included Queen Alexandra and 
the Dowager Empress of Russia, as well as a “large, distinguished, and 
enthusiastic audience”58. The Illustrated London News reported the 
audience’s reaction in its issue of 25th July 1914.
How absurd it seems that “Monna Vanna” should have had 
to wait till last Tuesday for its first licensed performance in 
this country!... Because its heroine is prepared to sacrifice 
her honour to save her besieged and famished city, it must 
be banned and stigmatised as though it were immoral. The 
matinee audience at the Queen’s, which included royalty, 
gave us no sign of seeing anything shocking in the story of 
this new-style Godiva and watched its development with 
absorbed interest59.
The appearance of royalty at the performance of such a controversial 
drama echoed the occasion when Queen Victoria and the Archbishop of 
Canterbury attended a private production of Ghosts seventeen years before, 
in her Jubilee year60. On that occasion Bernard Shaw warned observers 
against the gratuitous assumption that the Queen, in her idealistic form, was
56 Dean, 2004: p99.
57 The Stage, 23 July 1914: p22.
58 The Times, 22 July 1914: p11.
59 The Illustrated London News, 25 July 1914: p122.
60 This revival of the Ghosts by the Independent Theatre Society took place at the Queen's 
Gate Hall, South Kensington, on 24th, 25th and 26th June 1897.
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the “polar opposite” of Helene Alving61. That the female monarch displayed 
all the virtues of the ‘angel in the house’, while Ibsen’s heroine stood for the 
antithesis of saintly womanhood, was representative of the debate that had 
raged for the previous twenty-three years. The “large and enthusiastic 
audience” at the Haymarket Theatre in 1914 for the first ‘legal’ performance 
of Ghosts, however, had to be satisfied with the patronage of the King and 
Queen of Norway, who sent a telegram62.
While reaction to Ibsen was frequently explosive in the press, the same 
journalists all but ignored the Belgian playwright’s drama, Monna Vanna. 
Despite this, Giovanna, Maeterlinck’s heroine, had much in common with 
Ibsen’s Nora Helmer and Helene Alving. Writing in 1914, the American 
feminist and anarchist Emma Goldman described Giovanna, whose 
abbreviated name is the title of the play.
In ‘Monna Vanna’ Maeterlinck gives a wonderful picture of 
the new woman-not the new woman as portrayed in the 
newspapers, but the new woman as a reborn, regenerated 
spirit; the woman who has emancipated herself from her 
narrow outlook upon life, and detached herself from the 
confines of the home; the woman, in short, who has become 
race-conscious and therefore understands that she is a unit 
in the great ocean of life, and that she must take her place as 
an independent factor in order to rebuild and remold life63.
Unlike Ibsen, who died in 1906 and whose dramas were written and first 
performed in England in the nineteenth century, Maeterlinck was an author 
whose literary production persisted well into the twentieth century64: his 
plays, poetry and essays generated international acclaim. Monna Vanna was
61 Saturday Review, 3 July 1897: p13.
62 The Stage, 16 July 1914: p22.
63 Goldman, 1914: p130.
64 Born in 1862 in Ghent, Belgium, Maurice Maeterlinck received the Nobel Prize in 
Literature in 1911 for his contribution to Symbolist theatre and was a wealthy and respected 
playwright with a catalogue of literary achievements by 1914. He died in 1949.
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published and first performed in the original French, under the auspices of 
the Stage Society, in London in 190265 and in English at the Court Theatre, 
Sloane Square in 191166. During the first British licensed performance of the 
English translation at the Queen’s Theatre, Shaftesbury Avenue in July 1914, 
the producer, J.T. Grein received a telegram from Maeterlinck, thanking the 
British press and public for their support.
Thank you -  from the bottom of my heart -  for what you have 
done for the chaste ‘Monna Vanna’ so unjustly accused of 
immodesty because she is naked under a cloak which she 
does not dream for an instant of taking off!67
Reviewers described Monna Vanna as “a very beautiful play”68 and “a play 
full of noble thoughts and fine lines”69, foregrounding the quality of 
Maeterlinck’s work70. This high standard of dramatic writing appealed to the 
intelligentsia who frequented the productions staged by G rein’s Independent 
Players, a theatrical company more interested in intellectual stimulation than 
financial reward71. Like Ibsen’s Nora and Helene, Giovanna was a heroine 
who commanded and controlled the narrative of the play and, like them, she
65 Laurence, 1972: p865.
The first performance in France also took place in 1902, at the Nouveau Théâtre, Paris. 
(Huneker, 1905: p409.) The first English translation appeared on stage at the Manhattan 
Theatre in New York in 1905 (The New York Times, 24 October 1905: p6.) An unlicensed 
performance took place with muted approval at the Gaiety Theatre, Dublin in 1911 (Dean, 
2004: p98.)
66 The Times, 2 June 1911 : p10.
67 The Times, 24 July 1914: p9.
68 The Times, 2 June 1911 : p10.
69 The Stage, 23 July 1914: p22.
70 Ironically, William Archer, the staunch supporter of Ibsen and the ‘new drama’, described 
Monna Vanna as “a bad play” (The Nation, 6th August 1914: p171.)
71 Monna Vanna opened in July 1914 for five matinée performances at The Queen’s 
Theatre. The production moved to the larger, Lyric Theatre at the beginning of August for 
eight further performances: two matinées and six during the evening. Known as “one of the 
unluckiest theatres in London”, Arnold Bennett described the Lyric as “hidden in a slum; the 
slum lies off a street that the West End has never heard o f. (Bennett, 1925: pxvii.) The 
theatre was known locally as “The Blood-and-Flea-Pit.” (Playfair, 1925: p8.) Monna Vanna 
was one of the few plays running during the period when war was declared and the majority 
of theatres closed temporarily.
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contravened the traditional roles allotted to women in British drama. By 
jeopardising her own reputation and happiness in order to fulfil the needs of 
others, she shared the essential characteristics of self-sacrifice with her 
Norwegian counterparts. The major difference, however, lay in the timing of 
this apparent surrender. In Ghosts, Helene’s sacrifice takes place prior to the 
start of the play and is revealed through exposition. The opposite is true for 
Nora in A Doll’s House, as she forfeits her rights to family life as the curtain 
falls at the end of the drama. The story of Monna Vanna, however, revolves 
around Giovanna’s sacrifice and its consequences.
Set in fifteenth-century Italy, the city of Pisa is besieged by the armies of 
its enemies from the city of Florence; the plight of the Pisans appears 
desperate as food and ammunition are exhausted. Accounts of the 
Florentine leader, General Prinzivalle, tell of a soldier “of barbarian origin ... 
the most barbarous mercenary ... a dangerous creature, of dissolute habits, 
fantastic and violent”72. Marco Colonna, acting as envoy on behalf of his son 
Guido, the Pisan Commander, returns from the Florentine camp with a 
different account of Prinzivalle. Expecting to find “a drunken, blood-stained 
savage ... the incarnate fiend of battle, headstrong and incoherent, vain, 
debauched, treacherous, cruel”73, he discovers that Prinzivalle is, instead, a 
man of culture and humanity. These qualities are ignored when Marco 
reveals that Prinzivalle is prepared to supply Pisa with arms and food if
72 Maeterlinck, 1911: p7.
73 Ibid: p15.
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Colonna’s wife, Giovanna is sent to his tent as a “living sacrifice”74, “alone, 
and clad only in her mantle”75.
Guido is incandescent with rage, declaring “Vanna is mine! She belongs to 
me, and I am yet in command!76 Believing her to have rejected the 
proposition, he praises his wife for her virtue, “Ah, she did w ell!... She turned 
white and left you ... So would an angel have done; that is like Vanna.”77 His 
congratulations are premature, as “Judith-like, she will go forth to this 
Holophernes (sic)”78 and Act One closes with the possessive husband 
accusing his wife of being unfaithful to her marriage vows. In order to save 
the lives of thousands, Giovanna disobeys her husband and effectively 
destroys her marriage when she innocently obeys the command of another 
man. This act draws parallels with Nora’s sacrifice. Both women make their 
difficult choice against the will of their husbands, taking unknown risks and 
entering a new and uncertain world. Neither knows what she will find after 
she has severed the bonds of her marriage. In Nora’s case the audience is 
left to imagine the consequences, whereas for Giovanna, the results of her 
action become apparent within subsequent scenes.
Having acted against her husband’s commands, Giovanna’s encounter 
with the barbarian, Prinzivalle has been described as “one of the most 
curious in dramatic literature.”79 He is revealed as a childhood friend who has
74 Huneker, 1905: p410.
75 Maeterlinck, 1911: p26.
76 Ibid: p42.
77 Ibid: p29.
78 Huneker, 1905: p411.
Legend tells of how the Jewish heroine Judith enters the tent of the Babylonian general 
Helofernes. Her motives are less altruistic than Giovanna’s as she makes him drunk and 
then beheads him.
79 Ibid.
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worshipped her from afar, and who has concealed his love for her for years. 
Although Giovanna fails to recognise him initially, the eventual reunion is 
subtle and tender. In an age when melodrama was a familiar entertainment 
genre, audiences would have anticipated a passionate love scene with the 
couple falling into each other’s arms. Maeterlinck provides an alternative and 
far more accomplished reaction. “Fresh from the insulting insinuations of her 
husband, her head aflame with her exalted mission”80, Giovanna’s eyes are 
opened and she realises the false premises of her own marriage. After 
sending wagons of supplies to the city, Prinzivalle deserts the Florentine 
army and returns to Pisa as Giovanna’s prisoner. While the citizens rejoice 
and celebrate, Giovanna is subjected to the bitter outpourings of her jealous 
husband. He refuses to believe that she has remained chaste and castigates 
her for her unfaithfulness. He accuses her of parading her lover in triumph 
over him. The more Giovanna denies that anything happened between her 
and Prinzivalle, the greater becomes Guido’s disbelief and anger. This scene 
prompted Huneker in 1905 to draw comparison with the more typical French 
plays on offer at the time, which he described as “modern, nerveless, 
boneless, bloodless abortions of drama”. He believed that Monna Vanna 
“makes modern French works of the papier-mache type droop like fresh 
flowers in a thunderstorm.”81
The curtain falls as Giovanna goes to Prinzivalle in his prison cell. Like 
Nora, she closes a symbolic door upon her old life and moves into the 
independent world where she can make her own choices and find her 
humanity. Her closing words echo her realisation.
80 Ibid: p412.
81 Ibid: p413.
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I want it for myself alone. So that I may be quite sure, and 
that no one else ... Yes, it has been a bad dream ... but the 
beautiful one will begin. The beautiful one will begin82.
Although the curtain falls as Giovanna takes the key to Prinzivalle’s cell, 
the ambiguity of their situation was subsequently clarified by Maeterlinck. 
Always intending his work to be adapted as an opera with his mistress 
Georgette Leblanc in the leading role, he added two extra scenes. The new, 
more obvious and explicit ending shows Giovanna entering the cell, falling 
into the arms of her lover, releasing him from his bondage and the couple 
walk slowly into the sunlit fields83.
The actions of both Nora and Giovanna were interpreted as those of a 
New Woman, expressing free-will and self-determination outside the 
domination of their relationships with their husbands. Unlike Nora, however, 
whose rejection of husband and family was still regarded as distasteful by 
conservative society even in 1914, Giovanna’s choice attracted little criticism. 
By moving from one male-centred relationship to begin a new life with 
another man, she maintained the myth of female dependency that was 
commonplace in literature. Her life continued to be defined in relationship to 
a masculine presence, albeit one she had pro-actively chosen for herself 
rather than passively accepted. Edwardian audiences found nothing 
scandalous in such behaviour.
While Ibsen was consistently associated with the feminist cause, there 
was little in Maeterlinck’s work to attract the attention of the suffragette 
movement. The Illustrated London News described the essential story of
82 Maeterlinck, 1911: p179.
83 The New York Times, 14 February 1914: pX5.
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Monna Vanna as showing “how evil a thing is jealousy, and what a power a 
woman’s purity and sweetness can exercise”.84 Such an interpretation was at 
odds with the militant cause of twentieth-century feminists and one unlikely to 
see Maeterlinck’s heroine as the rallying presence Ibsen’s heroines, such as 
Nora and Hedda Gabier, had provided. Even Goldman, the anarchist and 
militant feminist, could only concede that Giovanna’s love for Prinzivalle was 
“revolutionary in the scope of its possibilities” and that it was “pregnant with 
the spirit of daring, of freedom, that lifts woman out of the ordinary and 
inspires her with the strength and joy of molding a new and free race.”85
Thus, while Maeterlinck provided an exemplary and spirited heroine in 
Giovanna Colonna, the character lacked the controversial and unpredictable 
features that Ibsen’s women so often displayed. Although she refused to be 
bound within the confines of a traditional Victorian stereotype, her actions 
were never as radical, nor ever as likely to be criticised as those of her 
Norwegian sisters. While Maeterlinck wrote in the French language he prided 
himself on his Belgian heritage and distanced himself from French 
literature86. This perhaps explains why, in Monna Vanna, he created a 
heroine who discarded conventional British or French ‘womanly’ behaviour in 
the minutiae, yet whose final grand gesture conformed to patriarchal 
expectation.
Although this production received muted critical appreciation, Monna 
Vanna never achieved commercial success and the performances of 1914 
remained the only exposure for the drama in London during the early
84 The Illustrated London News, 25 July 1914: p122.
85 Goldman, 1914: p137.
86 Ingelbien, 2005: p190.
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decades of the twentieth century87. Ibsen, in contrast, entered the theatrical 
canon and his plays gained in popularity throughout the twentieth century.
His exposure to the British theatre-going public began in the 1880s, courted 
controversy at the fin-de-siècle and then achieved grudging respectability 
amongst intellectuals in the early-twentieth century. His influence on British 
drama was profound, catalysing a change in attitudes and perception as to 
what constituted ‘intelligent’ drama.
In addition, Ibsen’s heroines became symbols of the feminist cause in a 
way that belied the fictional nature of their existence. In 1914, though 
relatively few would have experienced his plays firsthand, the names of Nora 
Helmer and Hedda Gabier would have resonated with the general public, 
either with adoration or with contempt. Their greatest achievement was to 
symbolise the new role of womanhood as individuals in their own right, as 
opposed to the Victorian depiction of women as appendages to men. Ibsen’s 
dramas, despite the author’s denial of such intention, drew attention to the 
feminist cause and provided heroines for a new age. Whether on the side of 
his critics or his detractors, it was impossible to ignore the impact the 
Norwegian playwright had upon British drama a decade after his death. As 
Elizabeth Robins, the American actress and suffragist declared: “no 
dramatist has ever meant so much to the women of the stage as Henrik 
Ibsen.”88
At the same time, however, a Russian playwright who was eventually to 
achieve equal, if not greater, canonical status in the literary world was being
87 Despite an unenthusiastic reception for this particular play, Maeterlinck’s previous works, 
such as The Blue Bird and Pelléas and Mélisande were highly successful throughout the 
world.
88 Robins, 1928: p55.
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ignored by Edwardian audiences, who found his plays unintelligible and his 
characters unfathomable. Anton Chekhov’s first production of The Cherry 
Orchard in England in 1911 so puzzled its audience that one critic described 
its characters as “grotesque” and the play as “queer, outlandish, even silly.” 
He concluded: “The players did their best; it was not their fault that the 
entertainment was not entertaining.”89 Chekhov’s introduction to English 
audiences could hardly have been less auspicious and, even three years 
later in 1914, audiences and critics alike remained unenthusiastic. One of the 
key elements of their incomprehension was Chekhov’s treatment of male and 
female characters within his plays. No other author had ever suggested that 
men and women should contribute equally, either on stage or within society. 
This radical concept was anathema to British tradition and brought the 
Russian author into conflict with the Establishment that governed the world of 
London theatre.
89 The Times, 30 May 1911 : p13.
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Chapter Twelve: The Chekhovian Experiment
A very strange play it is, utterly opposed to all our English 
notions of playmaking1.
The arrival of Chekhov’s plays in London during the second decade of 
the twentieth century2 could not have been more inauspicious. Even the 
intelligentsia, who had campaigned enthusiastically for the acceptance of 
other controversial foreign dramas, found it difficult to endorse the Russian 
playwright’s work. William Archer, a man who was willing to contradict 
popular and critical opinion on Ibsen’s behalf, found little merit in these 
plays3. The most broadminded of English theatre-goers struggled to come to 
terms with Chekhov’s realism, his seeming rejection of well-defined plots and 
particularly, his characterisation. His detractors dismissed his efforts as 
“dreary and depressing.”4 After such an unpromising introduction to English 
theatres, how did the works of Anton Chekhov become so very prominent in 
the second half of the twentieth century? What elements of his dramas 
caused rejection by Edwardian society yet found resonance with subsequent 
generations?
Women in Chekhov’s plays appeared to hold equal, if not greater 
importance to their male counterparts, prompting the erroneous view that the 
writer supported the feminist cause. This misconception led campaigners,
1 Review of Uncle Vanya at the Aldwych Theatre in May 1914 (The Times, 12 May 1914:
p11.)
2 The first commercial production of a Chekhov play on the London stage was the one act 
farce, The Bear at the Kingsway Theatre in May 1911. Subsequent performances of his 
work in the 1910s and early 1920s were produced by private theatrical societies. The next 
commercial production did not take place until 1925 with The Cherry Orchard at the Royalty 
Theatre (Miles, 1987: p3.)
3 McDonald, 1993: p29.
4 The Stage, 14 May 1914: p28.
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initially, to seek political messages within the plays, ultimately resulting in 
disappointment and frustration5. Supporters of the ‘new drama’ of Shaw, 
Galsworthy and of such Europeans as Brieux and Ibsen, sought propaganda 
value within the text and, finding little to promote their cause, rejected 
Chekhov as lacking in social commentary. One contemporary critic observed 
that “Tchekoff6, not being a social missionary, will never become a 
watchword with reformers and social prophets.”7 British actors who had 
courted controversy by appearing in plays such as Ghosts, A Doll’s House or 
Damaged Goods saw little opportunity for advancement by undertaking roles 
in his seemingly dull and ‘pointless’ dramas. Thus, the plays were 
misunderstood by audiences, actors and critics alike. At a time when political 
and social change was the mood of the day, Chekhov’s plays provided little 
to promote the cause of any of the reformers. Fitting neither into the 
propagandistic type of drama that satisfied the intellectuals, nor into 
traditional popular entertainment that pleased the masses, his work arrived at 
a time when it was totally unsuited to British tastes8. In 1912 the Times 
Literary Supplement declared that “knowledge of Tchekhof in England is not 
deep nor widespread”9.
Unlike Ibsen, who had at least adhered structurally to the principles of 
the well-made play10, Chekhov rejected such theatrical conventions. His 
plays avoided any closely-knit composition for the plot and his characters
5 Fleming, 1993: p62 - 3.
6 The spelling of Chekhov’s name varied considerably in newspaper and magazine articles 
of the time. The quotes used herewith are accurate to the original, while the spelling, 
‘Chekhov’ is used throughout the text.
7The Saturday Review, 13 April 1912: p454.
8 McDonald, 1993: p41.
9 The Times Literary Supplement, 1 February 1912: p45.
10 Barstow, 2001: p399.
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failed to inform the audience with careful expositions11. Dramas began in 
médias res, as if the audience were interrupting a group of people in mid­
conversation12. To audiences used to having the scene set for them at the 
beginning of the play, the lack of explanation of the situation and of the 
characters’ backgrounds left them frustrated and confused. In imitating real 
life, the plays bore little resemblance to the artificial constructions of a make- 
believe world, which onlookers could observe from a distance. Immersed in 
an obscure reality they could not comprehend, audiences lost interest in 
Chekhov. In 1912 The Times Literary Supplement excused this blindness of 
“the public in general to the beauty of his works” by its “impatience with the 
flabby people whom Tchekhof shows us yearning vaguely, talking glibly, 
suffering helplessly”13. Even by 1914, the newspaper critics were still of the 
opinion that his works “cannot entertain or greatly convince us”14.
In May 1914 the Incorporated Stage Society presented one matinée and 
one evening performance of Uncle Vanya at London’s Aldwych Theatre. This 
private production was the only occasion when the “able”15 translation by 
Mrs. R.S. Townsend (1880 -  1970) was used, and her efforts have 
subsequently disappeared into obscurity. Unlicensed, and therefore outside 
the necessity for filing with the Lord Chamberlain’s documents, the only 
surviving copy of the original script lies in the archives of the Victoria and 
Albert Museum, providing a valuable source of original material for this 
investigation. Born in Kiev (née Slavanskaya) and escaping with her Russian
11 Anderman, 2005: p123 - 4.
12 Chudakov, 2000: p7 - 8.
13 The Times Literary Supplement, 1 February 1912: p45.
14 The Academy, 23 May 1914 Ixxxii: p662.
15 Ibid.
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Jewish family to London at the turn of the century, Rochelle Townsend was 
ideally placed to translate the works of Russian writers16. The competence of 
Townsend’s translation, together with an intelligent director and a well- 
balanced ensemble of actors, presented a “much more even and intelligible 
theatrical impact”17 than the two previous attempts at Chekhov’s full-length 
plays in London: The Cherry Orchard \n 1911 and The Seagull in 1912. 
Despite this, the performances did little to promote the playwright’s popularity 
in England; Uncle Vanya generated only muted praise from the theatre critics 
in the newspapers. Some condemned the play for its lack of any obvious 
storyline or dynamism, two elements regarded as essential in a successful 
drama. The Stage declared that there was “next to no action in this queer 
piece of Tchechov”18. The Times regarded the private theatrical company’s 
efforts to interest English audiences in Chekhov as an unsuccessful 
“experiment”.
This is the Stage Society’s second Tchechovian experiment.
... A very strange play it is, utterly opposed to all our English 
notions of playmaking, a play with unity of mood but without 
unity of action, a play of will-less people, futile people, 
drifters, just pottering on with their disappointed, frustrated 
lives19.
Londoners failed to empathise with the characters in Uncle Vanya, 
leaving them perplexed by the actions of their Russian counterparts. The 
Daily News opined that “Chekhov has chosen to create a drama from a lot of
16 Rochelle Townsend became a freelance translator in London. Her works included Anna 
Karenina (Tolstoy, 1912.) and Short Stories by Russian Authors (Townsend, 1924.) Having 
married a Gentile, she was ostracised by the majority of her family and left to bring up two 
children alone when her husband left her. Subsequently divorced, she became a militant 
suffragette, accompanying her sister on raids to smash windows. Neither was arrested and 
Rochelle went on to stand as an unsuccessful Labour candidate for Parliament in the 1920s 
(Booth, 2008.)
17 Miles, 1987: p6.
18 The Stage, 14 May 1914: p28.
19 The Times, 12 May 1914: p11.
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moral, mental, and physical wastrels.” Despite this, the reviewer was able to 
offer faint praise, stating that the “drama he has created is quite fine in as far 
as its ideas go”20. The Academy was equally ambivalent:
‘Uncle Vanya’ may have its value; as a stage play it is a 
desolate, dreary, competent piece of work, no doubt good for 
us to see once, but not, we trust, a second time. Alas, that so 
much labour should be devoted by the author and actors to 
so distressing a picture of the vacuity and bitterness of life21.
The conclusion of the majority of critics and audiences at the time is summed 
up by the comment in The Daily Chronicle:
[Uncle Vanya is] full of beauty, full of poignant humanity ...
[but] not a play which suits the practical optimism of our 
English temperament22.
Why Townsend in particular was asked to translate the first English 
version of Uncle Vanya is not known. Previous productions had used 
translations by the more famous Constance Garnett and George Calderon. It 
is possible that Bernard Shaw, a stalwart member of the Stage Society and 
of its various committees23 may have taken a hand in the matter. As a fellow- 
member of the Fabian Society, Townsend knew both H.G. Wells24 and 
Bernard Shaw well, the latter being one of the few admirers of Chekhov’s 
work in London in the early 1900s25. In 1905 Shaw suggested to Laurence
20 Daily News and Leader, 12 May 1914: p3.
21 The Academy, 23 May 1914 Ixxxii: p662.
22 The Daily Chronicle, 12 May 1914: p4.
23 When the Stage Society became incorporated in 1904, Shaw and his wife Charlotte 
became the only life members. He served on both the casting and production committees 
and was a member of the management council (McDonald, 1998: p263.)
24 Rochelle Townsend received an amorous letter from Wells, a notorious philanderer. 
Misled by a mischievous friend, the author had written to the wrong lady and suffered acute 
embarrassment when the mistake was discovered (Booth, 2008.)
25 Arnold Bennett was an enthusiast for Chekhov’s short stories as early as 1909 (Aldanov 
and Estrin, 1955: p85.)
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Irving, the dramatist and son of Sir Henry Irving, that the Stage Society might 
be interested in performing a play by the unknown author.
I hear there are several dramas extant by Whatshisname 
(Tchekoff, or something like that) -  the late Russian novelist 
who wrote The Black Monk &c. Have you any of them 
translated for the Stage Society, or anything of your own that 
would suit us? We are in hole for the moment26.
The appeal was unsuccessful and it was a further six years before the 
first Chekhov play appeared in London. At Shaw’s instigation, the Stage 
Society put on two performances of Constance Garnett’s translation of The 
Cherry Orchard at the Aldwych Theatre in 1911. This was followed by the 
Adelphi Play Society’s production of The Seagull (translated by George 
Calderon) at the Little Theatre in 1912. Both productions were critical 
disasters27. Fourteen years later, with the wisdom of hindsight, The Times 
summarised the reception of Chekhov’s first exposure to London audiences: 
“the whole affair was a puzzle and a fiasco.”28 A few months later the 
newspaper reported: “Obviously the actors had no idea of what they were 
doing, or why they were saying what was set down for them. We of the 
audience were in the same quandary. It was a frightful débâcler29 The 
reviewer was incredulous in his criticism of Chekhov’s characters.
Russians are foreigners, but, even so, it is highly improbable 
that they are such fools as they seem ... The fact is, when 
actors are set to present alien types which they have never 
seen and which they can only imagine ... they are bound to 
produce grotesques30.
26 Laurence, 1972: p569.
27 Allen, 2000: p161.
28 The Times, 26 May 1925: p14.
29 The Times, 16 December 1925: p12.
30 The Times, 30 May 1911 : p13.
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Indeed, so bored was the audience, which included prominent members 
of the intellectual elite of the time, that nearly half had left the theatre before 
the end of the play31. The production of The Seagull, ten months later, fared 
little better, with the theatre critic of The Times finding little to “commend the 
production as a whole”32. Just as for The Cherry Orchard the year before, the 
characters of The Seagull were later described by The Times as “a 
remarkably odd lot.”33 At the performance in March 1912, the play was 
handicapped by an inappropriately small stage and the competing egos of 
two ‘star’ actresses, Lydia Yavorska (Princess Bariatinsky) and Gertrude 
Kingston34.
The subsequent analysis in 1912 by John Palmer, the novelist, critic, and 
editor of the Saturday Review, gives a salient explanation for Chekhov’s 
failure to appeal to Edwardian theatre audiences and critics. Palmer was one 
of the few commentators of the time to perceive Chekhov’s reliance on 
group, rather than individual, performance. In a culture that venerated actors 
and actresses for their ability to stand out from the rest of the cast, the 
requirement to share artistic contribution was an alien concept. Theatrical 
convention dictated that plays were peopled with one or two main characters 
who controlled the action, while a cast of secondary players helped to focus 
audience attention upon these more famous and important performers. 
Chekhov’s plays demanded a new and revolutionary technique; by 
distributing the significant aspects of his plays equally amongst several 
members of the cast, he confounded audiences’ expectations. In a rare,
31 Playfair, 1925: p215.
32 The Times, 1 April 1912: p7.
33 The Times, 3 June 1919: p10.
34 Miles, 1987: p5.
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intuitive article in The Saturday Review in 1912, Palmer revealed the 
methodology of the production.
As soon as we realise that the players, all and several, are 
hero of the piece the play falls naturally into perfect form....
Order comes into a superficial chaos as soon as we shift our 
view from the fortunes of this or that particular person of the 
play to the fortunes of the group35.
The theatre reviewer in The Times was equally perceptive.
[Chekhov] is not concerned to tell us a story of one, two, or 
three people which starts, develops, and ends -  something 
simple, which can be played by a [sic] two-three stars only 
moderately supported. He is concerned to show us a family, 
a social class, a nation ... and the smallest character no less 
important than the largest... each is as important to the play 
as each spot of colour is to a well-composed picture36.
In creating equality between all players, Chekhov negated any 
hierarchical or patriarchal relationships and thus ignored the confined roles 
so popular with his predecessors. Indeed, as early as 1886 he had 
expressed a desire to “free the stereotype”. At the time he was referring to 
the constrained and predictable characterisation used in the conventional 
French plays, so well-liked in Russian theatres in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries37. Such audacity, bordering on insolence, flew in the 
face of the Russian intelligentsia who cherished their stereotypes to the 
same, if not greater, degree than did English society38. In his short stories 
and plays Chekhov introduced three-dimensional characters who imitated life 
in the way they interacted with each other and whose “individual part was
35 The Saturday Review, 13 April 1912: p454.
36 The Times, 1 April 1912: p7.
37 Gottlieb, 2000: p61.
38 Karlinsky, 1997: p22.
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only important in correlation with the rest.”39 Such treatment contradicted the 
demands of audiences at the beginning of the twentieth century, who 
admired conspicuous individual artistry rather than ensemble performance.
Palmer felt able to excuse the English actress, Gertrude Kingston, for her 
prominence in The Seagull. He declined to be angry with her, “for the whole 
tradition of British acting, which she so admirably adorns, was against her in 
this particular venture.” He was less generous with the Russian actress, who 
he deemed to have “no sort of excuse.” In his comments, Palmer echoed the 
thoughts of Chekhov himself, who had consistently prevented Yavorska from 
appearing in any of his plays in Russia, owing to her style of acting which 
was both showy and melodramatic and therefore ill-suited to his dramas40. 
This exaggerated form of over-acting, however, served the Russian actress 
well in her portrayal of Anna Karenina. Despite the Toreignness’ of Tolstoy’s 
drama, English audiences found the drawing-room settings of Pollock's 
adaptation totally in keeping with their traditions. By turning the famous book 
into a conventional well-made play, the adaptor created an ideal vehicle for 
Yavorska and the production was a commercial and critical success. The 
society of upper-class, urban Russians as portrayed by Tolstoy was far more 
suited to Yavorska’s talents than the country estates of the impoverished 
gentry favoured by Chekhov.
39 The Saturday Review, 13 April 1912: p454.
40 McDonald, 1993: p36.
Chekhov had a brief but turbulent affair with Yavorska in Moscow in 1895 and early 1896. 
The playwright was intrigued by the twenty-two year old actress’s hoarse voice, 
flirtatiousness and affected manner, though he wished she had been less loud. Yavorska, in 
turn, was ambitious and saw Chekhov as a rising celebrity who could help her career 
(Chekhov, 1997: p266 - 7.; Callow, 1998: p213.)
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While noting that both Kingston and Yavorska had learned their parts in 
The Seagull and played them with “energy and skill”, Palmer commented, 
ironically that “individually they were not seriously wrong for more than half 
the time” and that they had “heavily impressed the audience.”
In spite of all this -  or, rather, because of it -  they succeeded 
in completely upsetting the balance and rhythm of the play.
So far as Chekhov’s play was concerned my sensations 
were exactly what they would have been if I saw the two legs 
of a man I respected suddenly start walking in different 
directions41.
The Daily Telegraph, in its critique of the 1914 production of Uncle 
Vanya, went so far as to suggest that Chekhov “did not see human beings as 
individuals at all.”42 More recent commentary of the drama confirms and 
extends Palmer’s early analysis of Chekhov’s works. This suggests that 
there is no one, single main character in the play, rather four major 
protagonists representing the “individual” at various times during the story43. 
The significance of Vanya, Astrov, Elena and Sonya, fluctuates throughout; 
Vanya is onstage for a major portion of the play but there are long periods 
when the individual fates of the other three dominate and are at the forefront 
of the spectator’s consciousness. The personality of each of these 
characters was developed in sufficient detail to make them of principal 
interest to the audience during the time they controlled the stage. In so doing 
Chekhov’s “central effect [was] that of a dozen small individual tragedies 
combining to make up a sadly diverting comedy.”44 In creating multiple main 
characters, Chekhov contravened one of the important conventions of drama
41 The Saturday Review, 13 April 1912: p454.
42 The Daily Telegraph, 12 May 1914: p3.
43 Bordinat, 1981: p48.
44 The Nation, 16 May 1914: p265 - 6.
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which dictated that “the fate of the central character should always be 
paramount in the minds of the audience.”45 Thus the women, Sonya and 
Elena, achieve equal significance and relevance in the play to the male • 
characters, Astrov and Vanya. Misunderstanding the basic premise of 
Chekhov’s intentions, some critics condemned his concentration on 
developing several, rather than simply one or two, main characters. One 
commented that “the character-drawing in the play is good, even if its very 
minuteness makes it tiresome”46 and another that “his characters ultimately 
amuse and irritate.”47
Such prominence for female characters, who contradicted all prior 
conventional roles allocated to women in drama, was a novelty in Edwardian 
theatre. While breaking one rule of traditional dramatic technique, however, 
Chekhov did subscribe to another convention, which was to balance his 
protagonists against each other. In Uncle Vanya, Marina, the old nurse and 
Madame Voinitsky, Vanya’s mother, form parallel characterisations, while 
Sonya and Elena are paired as equals and opposites48. The contrasts 
between the older women, whose influence on the structure of the plot is of 
lesser significance than that of the younger pair, combine to focus attention 
upon the characterisation of the men in the play. Marina questions nothing, is 
very religious, and by her simple dedication and hard work manages to 
highlight the dithering idleness of the other protagonists49. Although she and 
Maria Vasilievna (Madame Voinitsky) share a blind devotion to the
45 — , 1981: p48.
46 The Stage, 14 May 1914: p28.
47 Daily News and Leader, 12 May 1914: p3.
48 Marsh, 2000: p220.
49 Callow, 1998: p320.
[348]
European Heroines Portrayed on the London Stage: The Chekhovian Experiment
undeserving Professor Serebriakov, the two women are dissimilar both 
socially and intellectually. Marina is an uneducated peasant, in service to the 
family, who goes about her business with quiet efficiency. One critic 
observed that the old nurse was “finely played ... but did not engage our 
interest greatly.”50 In contrast, Maria holds a matriarchal role within the 
household and tries to pass herself off as an intellectual. Certainly she is an 
educated woman, having translated books for the professor when they were 
younger. This exposition comes through Vanya, who describes his mother as 
“talking about the emancipation of women. She has one eye on the grave 
and with the other she searches in her learned books for the dawn of a new 
life.”51 Later, he compliments her for enveloping herself in the “mists of 
scholasticism” and reading endless pamphlets52. Despite this, however, she 
is eventually revealed as “irritating and shallow... incarnating] the 
combination of grand principles with petty cruelty and neglect.”53 Chekhov 
frequently used such ‘intellectual’ characters to foreground the practical 
wisdom of other, seemingly boring, yet actually decent and loyal minor 
characters.54 Thus Maria, the traditionally educated, provincial noblewoman 
acts as an effective complement to the unschooled Marina, the only 
character apart from Sonya, who demonstrates any sympathy or humility in 
the play.
Elena, the professor’s second wife, is the counterpart to the plain, 
‘spinster’ daughter of the household. Of similar age, Sonya is unmarried
50 The Academy, 23 May 1914 Ixxxii: p662.
51 Chekhov, 1914: Act One, p4.
52 Ibid: Act One, p8.
53 Morson, 1995: p61.
54 Ibid: p58 - 9.
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while desperately seeking love; Elena is married and exerts self-control over 
her emotions in order to avoid falling in love. Elena’s beauty, her sexual 
awareness and inactivity are in direct opposition to Sonya’s plainness, sexual 
innocence and energetic lifestyle55. Vanya declares of Elena: “But how lovely 
she is! how lovely. I have never seen a more beautiful woman in my life.”56 
Later, Astrov, the local doctor, defines Elena’s existence: “[Elena] is beautiful 
beyond question, but then ... She merely eats, sleeps, walks about and 
charms us with her beauty and that is all. She has no duties, others work for 
her.”57 She is “unutterably lazy” and “Lamia-like”58. She “does not care a 
pin’s point for anyone or anything.”59 Sonya, however, is aware of her own 
lack of beauty, declaring wistfully: “How I wish I were beautiful! But I know 
I’m not.”60 To avoid any misunderstanding, should a pretty actress be 
miscast in the role, Chekhov confirms Sonya’s looks through the eyes of 
others in Act Two, when she tells Astrov: “As I came out of Church last 
Sunday, I overheard two women talking about me. ‘She is so good’ one of 
them said, ‘and so generous, what a pity she is so plain.’ Plain ...”61 Despite 
their contrasting lives, it is Elena who declares herself to be “very unhappy”62 
while Sonya confesses that she is “so happy -  so happy!”63 This illusion of
55 Marsh, 2000: p223.
56 Chekhov, 1914: Act One, p4.
57 Ibid: Act Two, p11.
58 The Stage, 14 May 1914: p28.
Lamia is a poem by John Keats written in 1819. In classical mythology the Lamia was a 
female demon who preyed on humans and sucked their blood. In Keats’s poem a serpent is 
transformed into a beautiful woman who seduces and marries an unsuspecting male.
59 The Academy, 23 May 1914 Ixxxii: p662.
60 Chekhov, 1914: Act Two, p13.
61 Ibid: p13.
62 Ibid: Act Two, p15.
63 Ibid: Act Two, p16.
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contentment and joy, however, is only superficial on Sonya’s part; her naive 
belief that she is in love clouds her emotions and gives her false hope.
In many ways, Elena is the epitome of a ‘modern woman’. Looking 
beyond the superficial impression, however, Chekhov has drawn a character 
that is significantly more complex than would befit such a stereotype. If she 
had been a New Woman, Elena would have succumbed to temptation and 
exploited her sexuality; had she come across as an ‘angel in the house’, men 
would have avoided such contact altogether. One critic described her as “a 
kind of negative Hedda Gabier.”64 Elena, however, is aware of her sexuality 
and even though she is unhappily married to an older, difficult man, she is 
angered that men perceive her only as an object of their desire65.
Elena Everyone hates my husband and pities me. “Poor 
thing! She has an old husband.” I detest such sympathy. As 
the Dr. was saying, you thoughtlessly destroy the forests and 
soon not a trace will remain. But so too, you destroy men and 
women and gradually faith, purity and self-sacrifice will 
vanish. You cannot look calmly at a woman unless she 
belongs to you66.
When discussing her, Astrov and Ivan Petrovich Voinitsky (Vanya) allude 
to her lack of promiscuity. Teliegin (an elderly dependent) retaliates with a 
comment that demonstrates Chekhov’s even-handed treatment of the sexes; 
he ignores the sexual double standard that had plagued so many British 
dramas of the era.
Voinitsky His second wife, beautiful, clever -  you have seen 
her, of course -  married him when he was already an old 
man; gave up her youth, her beauty, her liberty, and for 
what? To what purpose?
64 The Nation, 16 May 1914: p265 - 6.
65 Marsh, 2000: p219.
66 Chekhov, 1914: Act One, p12.
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Astrov Is she faithful to the Professor, though?
Voinitsky Yes, unfortunately.
Astrov Why unfortunately?
Voinitsky Because such faithfulness seems unnatural.
There is no logic in it. It is considered immoral for a woman 
to deceive an old husband whom she hates, but quite moral 
for her to sacrifice her youth and feeling67.
As one critic observed, Elena’s “beauty attracts the men as a bright light 
attracts the moths”68 and both Vanya and Astrov declare their love. Chekhov 
treated these courtships in the same non-judgemental, objective way that he 
did the reverse situation in his other plays and short stories; he “keeps both 
biological determinism and double standards well at bay.”69
In contrast to Elena, Sonya would seem to fulfil many of the criteria 
associated with the stereotypical ‘old maid’. Despite this, her role is multi­
faceted and the superficial, catch-all typecasting of the frustrated ‘spinster’ is 
only one element of her character. The reviewer in The Nation described 
Sonya as “a beautiful relief to the jangling of a merely tired and discontented 
household.”70 Rather than suppressing, pitying or denigrating the unmarried 
female, as commonly occurred in British dramas, Sonya is given centre- 
stage and her role is paramount in the story. Indeed, the title of the play 
gives a clue as to her significance, for only she, of all the characters, has the 
right to call Vanya ‘uncle’. Gary Morson, in his essay “Sonya’s Wisdom”, 
refers to this as the “decoy technique”71. Logic dictates that the Vanya of the 
title should be the hero and therefore most significant character of the play.
67 Ibid: Act One, p5 -  6.
68 The Era, 13 May 1914: p17.
69 Heldt, 1992: p49.
70 The Nation, 16 May 1914: p265 - 6.
71 Morson, 1995: p59.
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Within this story, however, the truly important person is Sonya, who goes 
about her daily business unnoticed and, consequently, undervalued. In 
making the lives of others more tolerable, Sonya’s kindness justifies her 
character as the real hero of Uncle Vanya72.
Only one other play in the West End in 1914 allowed an ‘old maid’ a 
central role: Maugham’s A Land of Promise. In this play, however, the 
heroine Norah despairs of her unmarried status and soon conforms to 
tradition by marrying the first man who asks her. All other single women in 
dramas that year in London -  Miriam in Outcast, Sylvia in The Golden 
Fleece, Effie Pemberton and Mary Ann in The Blindness of Virtue, Mabel in 
The Bill, Madge in Break the Walls Down, Regina in Ghosts -  function only in 
relationships with men. All are secondary characters and each woman either 
marries her ‘hero’ or becomes a ‘fallen woman’ as a result of her relationship. 
Even Eliza in Pygmalion leaves the stage at the end of the play with the tacit 
understanding that marriage, either to Higgins or Freddy, is likely to occur. 
Sonya alone remains unhindered by romantic attachment while performing 
an essential part within the play. Her deep-seated adoration for Astrov is 
given only temporary exposure and, in contrast to conventional treatment of 
such feelings, fails to interfere with the overall rhythm of the story. In Act Two 
she tentatively probes Astrov’s feelings about love and is rejected.
Sonya Dr. Astrov! supposing I had a friend or a younger 
sister and you came to know that she was in love with you ... 
what would you do?
Astrov (shrugging his shoulders) It’s difficult to say. I should 
let her understand somehow or other that I couldn’t possibly 
love her -  that I was taken up with other things73.
72 Ibid.
73 Chekhov, 1914: Act Two, p12 -  3.
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In a later scene, Sonya tells Elena of her thwarted love.
Sonya When a woman is plain people always tell her she 
has beautiful hair or beautiful eyes. I have loved him for six 
years, loved him more than my own mother. The air seems 
filled with his voice. I can feel the pressure of his hand. I 
never look towards the door but I expect to see him come 
through it. I cannot even keep from talking about him as you 
see. He is here every day now, but does not deign to look at 
me, to see ... It is such torture to me. I have no hope, none 
whatever, (in despair) O God, give me strength ... I prayed 
the whole night... I cannot keep away from him ... I 
sometimes go and talk to him merely so that I may look into 
his eyes. I have no pride nor strength left74.
Having declared her love of the doctor to Elena, the matter is discussed, 
dealt with and subsequently ignored. Sonya has more important 
contributions to make than to submerse herself into the role of a rejected ‘old 
maid'.
In contrast to British dramas which measured an unmarried woman’s 
value according to her likelihood to find a marital partner, Chekhov’s Sonya 
performs a valuable role to society. She is the sole owner of the family 
estate, having inherited it from her mother. As such, she has significant 
responsibility, managing and stewarding the land in order to ensure its 
profitability. This is no easy task as it is obvious that the estate is doomed. 
Just as in England, where imports of foreign foodstuffs had decimated the 
fortunes of the landed gentry, so in Russia the viability of large agricultural 
estates was in decline75. The livelihoods of all other members of her family 
depend on Sonya’s daily toil and, because of this, she is the most important
74 Ibid: Act Three, p3.
75 Prior to the emancipation of the serfs in 1861, there were 120,000 gentry families in 
Russia who owned 80 -  85 per cent of the noble estate. By 1905 this had dropped to just 55 
per cent. The agricultural depression of the 1870 -  90s had forced landowners to sell or 
lease out their lands to peasants. At the turn of the century, approximately 40 per cent of 
gentry land was rented out and about half of the remainder cultivated with hired labour. The 
expense forced landowners into ever-increasing debt. (See Emmons, 1974.)
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member of the family. Despite this, her work goes almost unnoticed as the 
more flamboyant and obvious characters draw the attention of spectators. 
These other individuals behave dramatically -  sometimes melodramatically -  
and their histrionics divert the audience’s awareness away from the true 
heroine, Sonya. The reviewer in The Times describes the scene when Sonya 
realises that she must abandon all hope of gaining Astrov’s love:
[W]hile Sonya ... stood dumb and stricken, gazing vaguely 
into space, the rest were going on their way with their noisy 
futilities, the Professor haranguing and Vanya quarrelling and 
Elena shrieking that she could bear life no longer76.
A few of the theatre reviewers in 1914 recognised Sonya’s contribution to 
the story; one observing that the “unselfish Sonya ... was quite fascinating”77 
and another that she represented “a figure who rarely appears in [Chekhov’s] 
comedies, that of the complete moral heroine.”78 The same critic observed 
that Sonya “was so charmingly played ... that one felt for once that the poetry 
of these creations of Chekhov’s genius had at last been adequately 
conveyed to an English audience”79. Indeed, Sonya’s departure from the 
stereotypes inflicted upon Victorian women served to provide a character 
that was predominant, without being dominant; fascinating yet physically 
plain, and admirable despite being a conventional ‘old maid’. In short, she 
interrogated the conventional female stereotypes portrayed on the stage and 
challenged the traditional roles attributed to women in society. Although it 
may be an exaggeration to claim that Chekhov explicitly addressed feminist 
issues, it is clear that his fictional women contributed significantly to the
76 The Times, 12 May 1914: p11.
77 The Sketch, 20 May 1914: pxii.
78 The Nation, 16 May 1914: p265 - 6.
79 Ibid.
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“wider theatrical agenda” addressed in his plays.80 Such behaviour 
contravened English sensibilities and social codes, contributing to Chekhov’s 
rejection as a suitable playwright for the London stage. His empathetic 
approach to drama - a feature he shared with Ibsen - was counter-intuitive to 
audiences, who preferred the lacklustre contributions of other contemporary 
British or French dramatists.
In pre-war England, Russian prose writers such as Tolstoy and Turgenev 
were revered and adored by intellectuals. Arriving in an age that belonged to 
the novel rather than to drama, British society was unwilling to accept the 
unconventional works of Chekhov, however fashionable the cultural artefacts 
of his home country had become. He remained “a little cloud ... a shadow or 
shape no bigger than a man’s hand” on the horizon. During the 1900s 
translations of two incomplete volumes of his short stories were published 
but by 1906 these were out of print. Such works failed to interest “John Bull 
who wasn’t likely to relish their hyperborean humors nor their morbid interest 
in people who ate cabbage soup”81. Even Chekhov’s earliest English 
translator, R.E.C. Long, agreed that his characters were “repugnant” and that 
the author “revelled in stripping the last rags of dignity from the human 
soul.”82 In 1904 Chekhov was still a “shadowy literary figure”83 in England 
and his death that year passed almost unnoticed in the British press84. The 
world of the Russian country estate was incomprehensible to a generation of 
Londoners, immersed as it was in a society of Empire and patriarchy.
80 Marsh, 2000: p226.
81 Paterson, 1996: p245 - 6.
82 Meister, 1953: p 1 0 9 -10.
83 Anderman, 2005: p124.
84 Meister, 1953: p110.
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Ironically, less than three years after its London premiere, Uncle Vanya was 
performed in Dublin and was greeted with enthusiasm by Irish audiences.
The Stage accounted for this considerably different reaction, by the greater 
similarity between the Russian and Irish situations.
[Uncle Vanya] is in many ways very close to the life of the 
landlord folk of Ireland as they existed up to a few years 
back. One might transplant much of the action to Munster of 
fifty years ago and be locally true in remarkable degree. The 
tragedy of the futile idle lives of the parasitic people on a 
country estate in Ireland was never better depicted than in 
Tcheckoff’s play85.
As with Ibsen, Chekhov’s foreignness alienated his characters and 
situations, distancing them from the understanding of English men and 
women. Contemporary critics summed up this alienation.
[Uncle Vanya] belongs to a world apart from ours, to a state 
of mind as foreign to that of Western or Southern Europe as 
it is possible to find86.
The play proved to be interesting as a picture of Russian life, 
and also as a sample of the work of a Russian dramatist87.
In the first decade of the twentieth century, the politics, moral outlook and 
social behaviour of the English bore no resemblance to that of fin-de-siècle 
Russia. London audiences failed to relate to Chekhov’s world until the 
aftermath of the Great War, when their Empire was all but extinguished and 
their ideologies had changed beyond all recognition. Few critics disagreed 
with the generally held belief that all Chekhov was trying to represent was
85 The Stage, 15 February 1917: p24.
86 The Academy, 23 May 1914 Ixxxii: p662.
87 The Era, 13 May 1914: p17.
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the life of the Russian gentry. Notable exceptions were Bernard Shaw88 and 
one critic in The Nation who suggested:
Let those who regard Tchekoff’s art as purely local or 
national think what the isolation of villages has done for 
hundreds of men and women tucked away in lonely 
parsonages and farmhouses. Doubtless we breed a larger 
portion of Sonyas and fewer Uncle Vanyas89.
As only a small number of people in Britain in1914 had any concept of 
what Russia was really like, the majority view prevailed and the 
“impressionistic” nature of Chekhov’s work went unnoticed. Audiences 
viewed the scenes within the plays as accurate and detailed representations 
of Russian life, interpreting his works as “supreme photographic 
naturalism.”90 Compounding the misunderstanding experienced by critics 
and audiences, even the actors demonstrated ignorance of Russian life and 
of Chekhov’s intentions. They gave performances that were generally 
unsatisfactory, as they frequently misinterpreted the subtleties of scenes91. 
Critics in The Stage and The Times, in 1914, excused their shortcomings, 
implying that the blame lay with Chekhov, not the actors.
In Russia the dramatist is regarded as a genius, partly 
because he is considered to express very finely national life 
and character, and that is why we find him difficult. For 
unless all the novelists and playwrights are untruthful, the 
Russian is very much unlike us92.
88 Bernard Shaw rejected the concept of Chekhov’s plays as uniquely Russian and sought to 
draw parallels with Edwardian England and twentieth-century Europe. He felt particularly 
that Chekhov’s plays related to the world of the twentieth rather than the nineteenth century 
and accurately predicted that they would be played in the theatres of the future (Obraztsova, 
1993: p44.)
89 The Nation, 16 May 1914: p265 - 6.
90 McDonald, 1993: p31.
91 Ibid: p32.
92 The Sketch, 20 May 1914: pxii.
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[l]t must be a difficult thing for any English player to imagine 
himself into the skin of a Russian; worse of a decadent 
Russian; still worse of a Tchehovian decadent Russian93.
It took a further eleven years and the intervention of the Great War 
before Chekhov finally achieved commercial success in the West End. As 
Englishmen became eager to learn more about their new Russian allies94, 
his short stories became popular during the war period. His dramas, 
however, remained unviable propositions for theatre managers until the early 
summer of 1925, when The Cherry Orchard played first at the Lyric Theatre, 
Hammersmith, then transferred to the more prestigious Royalty Theatre95. 
Although critics remained divided in their opinions of the author, the play was 
popular with audiences who, “on one of the hottest nights of a very hot 
summer” packed the theatre “from floor to ceiling”96. Following the enormous 
social changes brought about by the war, intellectuals had moved on from 
the social issues presented by Ibsen and had turned to the world of 
Chekhov. His plays no longer seemed to represent an unknown experience: 
the sense of loss, general dispossession of both the material and spiritual 
values of bygone days. Thus began the English infatuation with Chekhov 
which culminated in his plays not only achieving canonical status, changing 
the face of both English and European theatre, but also becoming the most 
performed plays on the London stage by a Russian writer97.
In the 1910s, however, few could have predicted the phenomenal 
success that was to come to Chekhov in later decades. The Times Literary
93 The Times, 12 May 1914: p11.
94 Meister, 1953: p114.
95 The play was performed by the Oxford Players with John Gielgud as Trofimov (Anderman, 
2005: p127.)
96 Playfair, 1925: p215.
97 Anderman, 2005: p122.
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Supplement in 1912 summarised the thoughts of the time when the writer 
gave his opinion as to why Chekhov would never achieve literary acceptance 
in England:
Will he attain to love and admiration in England? We believe 
not. And the reason will not be that we are irrefragably 
wedded to the ‘well-made’ play, to the drama of external 
action; nor that we are incurably stupid and insular, nor that 
we are respectably afraid of life and truth. It will be because 
of a difference of temperament, a difference in our attitude to 
life, which reveals not less courage but more in ourselves 
than in the countrymen of Tchekof98.
The pre-war society of Edwardian England endorsed such patronising, 
imperialistic beliefs, although the time of Empire and world dominance was to 
be shattered forever within a very short space of time. The theatrical world in 
London of 1914 was a microcosm of such attitudes which preferred to rely on 
Victorian principles of patriarchal behaviour. Audiences in such a male- 
dominated environment relied heavily on traditional, Victorian values that 
endorsed British -  and preferably English -  plays that portrayed women in 
subservient and stereotypical roles. Foreign ‘newcomers’ such as Ibsen and 
Chekhov remained outside the ‘charmed circle’ of social acceptability. Just 
as their plays were unacceptable to the masses, so their female characters 
flouted conventions that the English theatregoer held dear. As such, they 
were rejected and ignored except by the dedicated few. In 1914, the Zeitgeist 
dictated that women conform to traditional stereotypes and the popularity of 
conventional female roles on the London stage remained undented. Despite 
the vast advances women had made in society during the early years of the 
twentieth century, commercial theatres continued to endorse Victorian
98 The Times Literary Supplement, 1 February 1912: p45.
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values, leaving any contraventions of social codes to ‘foreigners’ such as 
Chekhov, in the minor theatres of the capital.
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Conclusion
The wide range of dramatic productions available to London audiences 
in 1914 exemplified the diversity of a nation that had reached a social and 
political watershed. The declaration of war in mid-year, was not only 
cataclysmic for the Edwardian generation, but it also changed the dynamics 
of theatrical entertainment. The first seven months of 1914 saw a 
continuation of dramas that foregrounded the confused ideologies both of the 
Establishment and the vanguard of the artistic elite. Building on the 
foundations of their Victorian predecessors at the end of the nineteenth 
century, theatre managers continued to stage plays that maintained 
London’s tradition as a world leader in Western theatre. In doing so, they 
turned to an eclectic mix of dramatists. Despite this aspiration, however, their 
primary consideration remained financial; the success of a play was judged 
by the number of seats filled in the auditorium and the length of its run in the 
West End rather than the column inches filled in ‘high-brow’ journals. Thus, 
the dramas staged in 1914 fell into two broad ‘schools’: popular productions 
that satisfied the masses and intellectual dramas that achieved only a few 
performances for select audiences. The vast majority of works in the former 
category, while enjoying huge popularity at the time, failed to maintain their 
initial impact. In contrast, several dramas that had been regarded as ‘elitist’ 
at their premieres in 1914 outlived their originally unfavourable reception and 
eventually entered the canon through their high literary merit.
This investigation set out to address the issue of how British and 
European dramatists engaged with the images of women on the London 
stage in 1914. Research and analysis of contemporary material shows that,
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with the exception of French dramatists, playwrights from the Continent gave 
women equal status with their male counterparts. This was in direct contrast 
to the predominantly patriarchal ideologies of British society in the pre-war 
years which preferred to perpetuate the hegemonic domination of men over 
women. The way in which women were portrayed in dramatic productions 
foregrounded the fundamental discrepancies in social attitudes. While the 
conservative Establishment looked back with nostalgic sentimentality to an 
era of Empire and patriarchal domination, a minority of politically active 
individuals, that included Fabians and suffragettes, looked forward to an age 
of social and gender equality. Plays that conformed to male-dominated, 
conventional imagery of women found favour with traditionalists. Conversely, 
‘minority’ dramas that portrayed women in enhanced or controversial roles 
generally appealed to members of society with liberal attitudes. Thus, the 
treatment of female characters in commercial versus intellectual plays 
highlighted the schism between the Establishment and those in favour of 
change.
In keeping with the expectations of a male-dominated society, almost all 
of the popular new dramas staged in 1914 were written by British men. The 
only exception -  Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina -  was so anglicised in its 
adaptation and rendition that the resulting drama was, to all intents and 
purposes, an English play that happened to be set in Russia. The female 
protagonists within all of these plays conformed to the Victorian stereotypes 
inflicted upon women in the previous century. These ‘angels’, ‘demons’,
‘fallen women’ and ‘old maids’ behaved in the subservient manner that 
presented little or no threat to traditional relationships and the hegemonic 
dominance of men. The plays entertained audiences drawn predominantly
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from the middle and upper classes, who expected conventional fictional 
situations and plots that did not challenge their intellects or upset the status 
quo. The favourable reception of such works reinforced the attitudes of the 
dominant culture that encouraged writers to produce works that were 
essentially out-dated at inception. The anachronism of these plays 
contributed to their limited initial exposure and swift disappearance from the 
annals of theatrical history. Popular plays, after reaching great commercial 
success, were seldom staged again. The two notable exceptions were Oscar 
Wilde’s An Ideal Husband and Bernard Shaw’s Pygmalion. The former, while 
written in the Victorian age, achieved commercial success at its revival in 
1914 after nearly twenty years and has remained popular ever since. In 
addition, Wilde’s plays have arguably achieved subsequent canonical 
status1. This dual accolade may be attributed to the versatility of Wilde’s 
comedies, allowing productions to mirror the fashions and aesthetics of the 
eras in which they were performed2. The author’s sparkling wit and the 
complexity of his biography have fascinated theatre-goers since the 1890s, 
contributing to the longevity of his dramas. Similarly, Shaw’s Pygmalion 
premiered in London in 1914 to critical acclaim and enormous financial 
success. Its subsequent entry into the theatrical canon may be attributed, 
once again, to the literary quality of Shaw’s work and his undeniable skill at 
producing witty, provocative plays. That both Wilde and Shaw were of Irish 
origin suggests that their philosophies and creative abilities shared more with 
their European counterparts than with other male writers on the mainland.
1 See Small, 2000.
2 Kaplan, 1997.
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In a year that was the culmination of militant feminist activities, it might 
be expected that women playwrights would have made a major contribution 
to the reassessment of female imagery on the stage. The first decade of the 
twentieth century had seen dramas written by women aiming to expose the 
cause of the suffragettes. In reality, the plays performed in London theatres 
in 1914 did not belong to this sub-genre. Although a few worthy dramas 
favourably publicised the feminist movement, they were mild in comparison 
with the efforts of previous years. By 1914, the New Woman, if no longer a 
stereotype, had become a social type with her own range of characteristics. 
Women writers, whether feminist or conservative, presented the heroines of 
this small number of productions in a similar fashion to British male 
dramatists. Every heroine ultimately found happiness or salvation through 
her relationship with a man. Such a situation was the inevitable conclusion of 
the traditional dramas that had delighted audiences for centuries. Thus, the 
works of female writers for the stage in 1914 contributed little either to the 
feminist cause of the era or to the canon.
In contrast to British playwrights -  both men and women -  European 
dramatists played a substantial role in the evolution of British theatre in the 
Edwardian age. Dramas from the Continent, while few in number, were 
significant in laying the foundation for the theatrical standards of the future. 
Paradoxically, Britain’s nearest neighbour, France, offered little material that 
could be considered either novel or controversial in 1914. In an era of 
uncertainty, the familiar works of well-known French writers provided 
reassurance to an English public. Although superficially disparate, the two 
nations shared a common imperialist attitude to the rest of the world. Both 
countries had been world powers for centuries and both would have
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preferred to disregard the imminent demise of their Empires. Plays imported 
from France and subsequently adapted for British tastes had been popular in 
London for many years. In 1914 several important works continued their 
successful runs in London and achieved predictable plaudits both from 
audiences and critics alike. Such dramas, however, conformed to the 
expectations of the majority and did little to challenge their intellect. Theatre 
managers selected these plays for their commercial viability and financial 
reward. As such, the plays presented tried and tested formulae both in plot 
and characterisation. Female protagonists, once again, were presented in 
their stereotypical Victorian images either as ‘angels’ or ‘fallen women’.
The reception of dramas from other European countries, however, was 
markedly different. While Ibsen’s plays had taken London by storm in the 
previous century, they had yet to achieve any significant degree of 
commercial popularity in England. In addition, the works of Maeterlinck and 
Chekhov were received with suspicion and, in some cases, with blatant 
disbelief. Theatrical producers generally confined plays by these future 
‘masters’ to performances in the intellectual backwaters of private theatre 
societies or to matinées in the afternoons. Despite this inauspicious 
beginning, nearly all of the plays subsequently achieved both canonical 
status and commercial longevity. Women were central characters in all of 
them and blatantly escaped the boundaries of stereotypical confinement. In 
creating heroines that shared equivalent or greater status with male 
protagonists, these European playwrights flouted dramatic convention and 
confused traditionalists. Ibsen’s women were frequently vilified for their 
dominance within the performance. In foregrounding male and female 
protagonists equally, however, Chekhov often bewildered his audiences and
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critics. Corning at a time of heightened realism and ‘star’ acting rather than 
ensemble performance, Chekhov’s plays digressed from the norms of 
theatrical tradition. In so doing, they were rejected and only found favour in 
subsequent eras. After 1918 the popularity of both Ibsen and Chekhov 
increased significantly as scholarly, actable translations became available. In 
addition, directors began to realise the importance of shared character 
participation in the plot rather than the dominance of a single actor. When the 
dynamics of the performance offered valid interpretation of the author’s text, 
critical acclaim and audience acceptance followed seemingly effortlessly.
At the beginning of the twentieth century drama was considered to be 
little more than respectable entertainment for audiences. Its value was based 
on its ability to amuse, divert and satisfy the emotional needs of a generation 
accustomed to undemanding theatrical performance. The plays of Ibsen and 
Chekhov did not fulfil these criteria and therefore they were rejected. By the 
end of the century, however, theatre had evolved from simply a leisurely 
pursuit for the public to a genre of professional and academic study. As such, 
drama became acceptable as a vehicle for dealing with the ultimately tragic 
aspects of human life. Chekhov’s plays reinforced the persistent belief that 
stage performance could “hold a mirror up to life, and clarify the very forms 
and pressures of every-day existence.”3 In 1914 this was inconsistent with 
the requirements of entertainment. Overtime, however, this became a 
prerequisite for outstanding theatre. By engaging with the emotions and 
intellects of their audiences on several levels, the unpopular European 
writers of 1914 found subsequent acceptance and, where the standard of
3 Brown, 1993: p6.
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writing merited it, canonical status. In contrast, the popular but 
inconsequential plays of most of the British dramatists sank into oblivion.
In the early years of the twentieth century, theatrical reviewers in 
newspapers and specialist journals contributed significantly to the overall 
success of stage productions. In this, the terms for assessing literary merit 
were significantly different from those one hundred years later. Recent 
opinion suggests that these literary reviewers had evolved from professional 
journalists, reviled for their malice and self-promotion, to men of influence. In 
1914 these critics evaluated and analysed performance; their professional 
abilities gained them the cultural respect of their readers. As such, they 
tended to fill the space of academic literary criticism of today4. As we have 
seen, journalistic approval in the newspapers of the Establishment in 1914 
and subsequent scholarly appreciation for dramas frequently formed an 
inverse relationship. Similarly, the way in which women were represented in 
these plays parallels this tendency. Dramas that continued to perpetuate the 
Victorian myths of stereotypical womanhood, or attempted to include the 
New Woman as a social type, failed to generate any lasting appeal. In 
contrast, plays by European dramatists that treated male and female 
characters indiscriminately gained in both critical and commercial status over 
the subsequent century.
Bernard Shaw, writing as early as 1896, offered his views regarding the 
characteristics that promoted the lasting appeal of particular dramas.
The dramatist who deals with the irony and humor of the 
relatively durable sides of life, or with their pity and terror, is 
the one whose comedies and tragedies will last longest...
4 Poovey, 2004: p434.
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Fashionable dramatists begin to ‘date’, as the critics call it, in 
a few years.... [MJorals change more slowly than costumes 
and manners, and instincts and passions than morals5.
Shaw had been instrumental, both as a playwright and as a critic, in the “birth 
of modern theatre and theatrical practices”6 of the 1890s. The changes in 
commercial, experimental and national drama instigated during that period 
continue to the present day7. While the theatres of the Edwardian period and 
of 1914 in particular, staged productions that merited critical comment, they 
failed to capitalise on the shift in the theatrical paradigm experienced in the 
previous century. Ironically, the most significant changes in British theatre 
came at a time of relative social and political stability at the end of the 
nineteenth century. Although 1914 was a year associated with considerable 
upheaval and unrest, the commercial theatres continued to cater to popular 
taste. In the few instances of experimental drama, these were met with 
general indifference or rejection, thus missing the opportunity for future 
development within the wider forum of theatrical debate. Such changes had 
to wait until the years succeeding the cataclysmic events of the war of 1914 
-1 8 .
Shaw’s observation serves to reinforce the findings of this dissertation: 
the dramas of 1914 that pandered to ‘fashionable’ interpretations of the role 
of women in society ‘dated’ very quickly. In contrast, the passionate and 
moralistic plays of the Europeans, together with the works of intelligent 
humorists such as Oscar Wilde and Shaw, prevailed for at least a century 
after their creation. The longevity and ultimate commercial success of such
5 Shaw, 1932: p167.
6 Wearing, 1977: p320.
7 Ibid: p332.
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works may, in large part, be associated with their empathetic approach to the 
portrayal of their characters and of their women in particular.
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Theatres in Central London (1914) by Capacity 
(Howard, 1970)
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